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November 28, 2007

Carol Tecla Christ
President

Smith College
Northampton, MA 01063

Dear Carol,

Thank you for your suggested factual corrections to my draft of the NEASC
report. I have made the corrections you suggested and now enclose the Final Report with
this letter. As you know, you will also have a chance to respond to the substance of my
Final Report.

Would you please have the report duplicated on three-hole paper for Commission
use and mail it as follows:

I. One copy to each member of the visiting team,
with the envelope marked CONFIDENTIAL.

2. Thirty-five copies of the report to:

Barbara Brittingham

Director

Commission on Institutions of Higher Education

New England Association of Schools and Colleges, Inc.
209 Burlington Road

Bedford, MA 01730-1433

My understanding is that upon receiving the report, the Commission will ask you
to make a formal reply.

Thanks again for your warm hospitality during our September visit — and it was
wonderful to see you again at the Seven College Conference here at Barnard.

Enclosure
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Introduction

The members of the NEASC visiting team wish, first of all, to congratulate Smith
on how well the College prepared — and prepared us — for our on-campus work. The
written materials provided for us were clear, well-organized, and extensive. The
schedule was worked out thoughtfully; requests to augment it with additional meetings
were handled expeditiously. All logistical arrangements were excellent. In every way,
our Smith colleagues were forthcoming, gracious, and generous hosts.

As is the case in the most successful and useful re-accreditation reviews, the self-
study carried out in preparation for our visit dovetailed with major planning efforts at the
College. Moreover, the current re-accreditation review provided the opportunity for
members of the Smith community to reflect upon lessons learned from the last decennial
review and additional progress made since the last periodic review report. The team thus
found itself in a position to home in on certain initiatives - for example, in the area of
governance - on which progress had already been made.

We were greatly impressed by the depth and seriousness with which the self-study
addressed both the general accreditation standards and the specific inquiry into Smith’s
open curriculum. In the report that follows, we have found it most convenient to include
analysis of the curricular “special topic” under Standard Four (The Academic Program),
since it fits well there.

We should emphasize that, while we formed certain strong opinions in the course
of our work, we present our observations in a spirit of collegiality and cross-cultural
respect. We have a high regard for Smith’s distinctive identity as an institution and hope
that our commentaries will be useful as Smith forges its own path in its own way. We
know that Smith’s own response to this report is a central part of the evaluation process.

We also wish fo underline that, in these times when there is much talk about
assessment and evaluation, Smith seems to be taking an especially intelligent, informed,
and productive approach to this issue, something we discuss at greater length under the
sections of the report devoted to Standards Two and Ten.

Standard One: Mission and Purposes

In the context of strategic planning and preparation of the self-study, the Smith
mission statement was revisited, discussed at length in many venues, and revised. The
revision both reflected and guided emerging priorities for the future. Thus, the new
mission statement provides a context for curricular initiatives that feature new
interdisciplinary centers that will build on the strengths of existing programs and also
make use of the College’s special extra-departmental study facilities and collections.



The mission statement, taken together with the four values statements that
accompany it, reflect the important goals that Smith has in common with other
distinguished liberal arts colleges and, more specifically, with its closest sister
institutions. At the same time, it conveys certain distinctive features that characterize
Smith and contribute to its individual identity. These latter include a special emphasis on
engagement with society, on using an excellent education to give back to the community,
and also a long history of international outreach. The strongly expressed commitment to
diversity, while widely shared among Smith’s peers, can be claimed with special
credibility in Smith’s case, in our view.

These clements of Smith’s mission fit well with the central Smith icon of the
Grécourt Gates, which opens to the immediate surrounding neighborhood and to the
wider world. Smith will want to underline the major elements of its distinctive identity as
compellingly as possible in the full range of its communications through different media
to its various constituencies.

Standard Two: Planning and Evaluation

Both the planning and the evaluation functions at Smith are strong and of high
quality. There is clearly a culture among both administration and faculty of asking for
good data and analysis when important questions arise and consequential decisions need
to be made. It is clear that data analysis is paid attention to and used in the decision-
making process. The visiting team heard cvidence of this across the campus, not simply
in one or two offices, nor only when we brought the subject up explicitly.

That this culture effectively permeates Smith is a credit to President Christ’s own
habit of asking for and using good data and thoughtful analysis. She exemplifies the
practices she expects of her administrative colleagues, which strongly supports the
planning and evaluation functions. While planning and evaluation have strong, effective
loci in offices with primary responsibility for these functions, and in the highly
competent, creative professionals who staff these offices, the visiting team found multiple
and repeated examples of good analytic practices in multiple offices, committees, and
bodies. These extended from individual offices such as admissions and financial aid,
through division heads (e.g., the Dean of the College and the division of student life
generatly), through major faculty committees (including the Committee on Academic
Priorities and the Committee on Mission and Priorities), all the way to the Board of
Trustees, who are well aware of the surveys Smith conducts and the important findings
they have generated. This generalized practice is evidence of a strong, broad-based
research culture at Smith, and also an effective, engaged, highly competent staff working
both in the planning function and in institutional research and evaluation. This top-to-
bottom environment is a real strength for effective planning and evaluation at Smith.
Indeed, in our opening session, President Christ made it clear that she wanted a “planning
process that will address things at the core”.



It is a major institutional strength that the Director of Finance position combines a
comprehensive understanding of both finance and planning. Planning that is
disconnected from the regular financial processes of an institution is almost certain to be
ineffective, and investment of resources without careful planning will surely involve
waste. Smith has done an excellent job of bringing the planning and financial processes
together. This has led to well-informed examinations of complex, high-level issues and
the ability to use these examinations in developing multi-year projections and
perspectives, strategic options, along with other key elements of effective planning.
Faculty, staff, and committees have asked for and welcomed these studies, and used them
actively in their discussions and proposals. One good example of this is the careful,
multi-faceted examination of historical and current faculty size, which informed planning
on this core aspect of Smith’s budget and curriculum.

The visiting team found numerous other examples of strong planning and
evaluation, with data and analytic support from both IR and Finance, on a number of
important academic and managerial issues facing Smith. These include the discount rate,
curricular analyses (e.g., questions relating to openness and hierarchy in the curriculum),
first-year retention rates, departmental dashboards, student-faculty research opportunities
and experiences, writing portfolio analyses, and all the many documents prepared for the
visiting team. Additional information on these and other examples is to be found
throughout the report in relevant sections.

The writing portfolio project deserves special note, particularly as a window into
the growing, challenging, and ever more important world of academic assessment: the
study of student learning and the scholarship of teaching. Sufficient growth and
development in this complex area will continue to challenge Smith in the coming decade,
as it will higher education generally. In this light, Smith’s recent trial foray into using
student writing portfolios as an assessment tool is an excellent and promising step. The
faculty discussion of the key elements of good writing at the undergraduate level, and
how they can be recognized and evaluated, seems to have been very fruitful. The visiting
team commends this and urges continuing and expanding this promising approach to
assessment. Portfolio-based assessment efforts, many (though not all) based on student
written works, are proving to be one of the most promising approaches to the assessment
of student learning. This now includes using writing portfolios for the assessment of a
number of key aspects of student learning beyond writing skills per se, including, for
example, quantitative literacy. The visiting team encourages continued exploration and
development of writing portfolio analysis as a central foundation in the area of academic
assessment generally.

Smith has carefully considered what it nceds in its Institutional Research function,
taking time to do so and time to find a professional who genuinely combines the
background and skills needed to achieve the institution’s goals. The current IR office
appears to be a well-designed blend of traditional IR and the emerging and ever more
essential field of educational assessment. Smith is to be commended for its careful
consideration and design of this position, and in hiring and supporting a highly competent



professional staff. It is clearly to Smith’s advantage to have brought the IR function into
the mainstream of institution-level decision-making. We strongly support the decision to
add an Assistant Director to the IR/Assessment staff. Nearly all small selective college
IR operations are now at least 2.0 FTE in size. Smith will need this level of capacity
going into the future, and now has the staff and stability in IR to add the new AD
successfully.

Smith’s IR office is conducting a full range of key surveys. From surveys of
prospective students, to admitted students, to the CIRP freshman survey, there are good
data to provide important information to admissions and financial aid. Good use is made
of COFHE Redbock and Bluebook data. Extensive feedback from current students is
regularly sought using both the COFHE Enrolled Student Survey (ESS) and the Cycles
Survey. The COFHE Senior Survey and Alumni Survey complete a robust set of
prospective student-to-alumni assessments. In addition, Smith’s participation in the
COFHE Parents Survey and the HERI Faculty Survey are both to be commended, since
these are key institutional constituencies and should be queried on a variety of issues at
each opportunity. Most to the point is that data and reports from these surveys have
found their way into assessment and planning in many contexts. The visiting team found
a genuine and healthy environment for good evaluation and planning, and a strong culture
of using institutional research in the decision-making processes.

The team recommends consideration of the following important matters in the
coming years as Smith continues to develop its planning and evaluation functions:

Like all schools, Smith will need to develop good measures of student learning.
Many resources exist currently to aid in this effort. Many of these are based more on
indirect assessment measures than direct ones. Smith will need to stay current and may
be in a position to develop leadership in one or more areas in terms of direct
measurement. Particularly given Smith’s open curriculum, the College is likely to be
called upon even more than its peers to be able to demonstrate all aspects of student
learning. This will be a part of the growing emphasis on the assessment function
generally. Key offices and functions at Smith are well configured and staffed to do this,
particularly given plans for the new Assistant Director position in IR.

As part of this effort, we urge continued development of the trial writing portfolio
program. It appears to have been sufficiently successful and promising at Smith, as well
as at other schools, to warrant continuation and expansion. This might profitably include:
(1) annual collection of writing portfolios and careful evaluation of them; (2) expanding
to larger cross-sections of the Smith student body, ones that would enable confident
studies of sub-populations (e.g., race/ethnic groups, students planning majors in the
various academic divisions, etc.); and, (3) pushing the writing portfolios to explore what
they can show about key aspects of student learning beyond writing per se.

It is always possible to provide more analytic studies based on student, alumni,
parent, and faculty surveys. The team recognizes the challenges to time and staff
resources in doing so. The richness of the full range of surveys in which Smith already



regularly engages suggests that additional significant information can be mined from
these datasets. Presentation of summary results from these surveys is certainly a good
and essential step, and Smith has gone beyond this. Even so, more topic-specific
research is always possible. More such work will certainly benefit Smith’s self-
knowledge, decision-making, as well as its overall planning and evaluation functions.

It is important that IR attempt to carve out, say, 10 percent of each year’s time for
basic research, for exploration into topics of immediate interest and also those with
longer-range importance. The institution should support IR in this effort, giving it both
the freedom to engage in such work and keeping regular, ongoing institutional demands
at something like 90 percent of full capacity level.

The purchase of Cognos should, at least eventually, help to mine institutional data
and to present it in useful ways to various audiences. Cognos, however, is unlikely to
realize its real potential in the absence of a robust, formal underlying data warchouse.
Interaction with the Banner enterprise system alone will enable many creative
applications, but will fall well short of the necessary research capacity to study the larger,
more complex assessment and outcomes issues that all institutions of higher education,
including Smith, must work on. Enterprise systems are necessarily transactional in
nature. They are management systems containing largely management data. They are
not fundamentally research systems, and so do not contain good research data, at least not
for many important topics. Such data need to be, for example, longitudinal. They need
to integrate all of each student’s Smith history, including her responses on any number of
the key surveys that Smith conducts. Accomplishing this is simply not possible in
Banner.

The collating of student response data across all surveys, and its integration with
comprehensive longitudinal data from the enterprise system, is something that few if any
colleges have yet achieved. This is, however, what is needed to develop high-quality,
robust academic assessment, as well as to study other key topics of import (for example,
the impact of athletics on the college experience). Data warchouses are the structures
that will enable the development of such comprehensive, integrated, and longitudinal
information resources, ones sufficiently rich and designed for future research and
information needs. Without data warehousing, individual datasets specific to particular
studies must be built, often at considerable expense of time, as opposed to developing
good, generalized, accessible, comprehensive data resources, Like most schools, Smith
will need to develop robust data warehousing and integrate it with the Cognos business
intelligence tool.

The work of Smith’s information technology staff to automate research and
reporting tasks will benefit the Smith faculty and staff. Controlling demands on IRP for
routine work will free time for higher functions, resulting in a positive long-term payoff.
The most important aspect of this effort will be support for the development of web-
based publishing of research findings and reports that is at once extensive and
manageable.



Smith may want to consider using externally-based funding, including grants, to
support the assessment effort. Indeed, most grants now demand an assessment
component and including this component in grant proposals so as to match and
supplement internal funding is one important way to further the evaluation of teaching
and learning. Clearly, the presence of professional assessment staff can strengthen grant
proposals. At the same time, it will be important to consider how much of IR (and
perhaps other) staff time can be dedicated to grant-supported assessment work. It can
fully consume a staff member if the expectation is to staff all grant-based assessment in
this way. Not all externally-funded assessment opportunities are equally promising, nor
equally broad or general in their potential value and impact for the college. It will also be
important to consider how assessment efforts begun with external funding can be
continued beyond the funding period for those that become sufficiently useful and
important.

Standard Three: Organization and Governance

Smith College is ably led by a team of supportive, engaged, and knowledgeable
trustees, senior administrators, and faculty. We found ample opportunities for the entire
community to participate in the governance process, although some processes have
worked better than others. Restructuring parts of the governance system has yielded
positive outcomes in the recent past, but issues stemming from “a complex, multilayered
system of governance” noted in the 1997 comprehensive review still linger.

Smith is doing well in many governance areas. The more specific successes,
strengths, and remaining challenges are noted elsewhere in this document under sections
relating to faculty, students, and staff. The Smith community is to be commended for its
collective efforts as it tackles the challenges of implementing future plans. Under the
multilayered governance structure, many constituent groups work hard to effect positive
change. The flow of information between advisory groups and decision makers,
however, requires some fine tuning. Impressions formed from past events such as the
downsizing of the college in the early 1990s and early in this decade are shaping the tone
of the discussion in some cases, contributing to uneasiness and low morale in the
community.

The Smith College Board of Trustees is an effective and knowledgeable
governing body. The group turned out in record numbers for our visit, outnumbering the
visiting team. The trustees with whom we met had a very clear sense of the state of the
College, and it is evident that they make good use of data analysis in meeting their
governance responsibilities. The trustees view their role as strategic, are clear about the
respective roles of trustees and administrators, and support the president and her
administration in their operational decisions. Trustees understand that their role in tenure
and promotion decisions is “monitoring the process”, as opposed to making the kinds of
substantive judgments that are the proper province of faculty members and



administrators. The process is overseen by the Committee on Educational Matters and
works well for the institution.

The standing committees of the Board have clearly stated charges and purposes.
Ad hoc committees have been many in number and require considerable time and
intellectual resources from members, but they seem to be working well in the governance
system. Faculty and students have direct access to the trustees, providing the governing
body with unfiltered information. This mechanism operates without second guessing the
work or position of the president and her administration, but rather contributes to better
communication and governance.

In terms of academic department governance, the “weak chair” model described
in the last comprehensive review persists and has far reaching implications in the
operation of the College. A past chair and several faculty members described the chair’s
position as “one with a lot of responsibility and no authority” and “a large-scale clerical
job.” Consequently, many shy away from taking on the chairmanship, and that often
results in inappropriate burdens placed on other faculty, notably junior faculty, especially
in smaller departments and programs. Observations made by the faculty, administrators,
and trustees indicate that chairpersons do not always recognize their responsibility for
mentoring junior faculty, do not play a role in the merit pay system, and do not engage in
multiyear planning. One consequence is the overburdening of the provost and her office.
More is said about these chairmanship issues in the sections on the Academic Program
(Standard Four) and the Faculty (Standard Five).

Self-governance of the house system by the student body works well and is a
unique feature of Smith. The visiting team applauds all those who help foster this
tradition at Smith. Additional commentary on the house system is found in the section on
Students (Standard Six).

Both the faculty and staff participate in the governance process through various
committees within and outside their groups. There has been considerable effort put into
planning at all levels of the committee structure. Some committees are strategic, looking
several years out. Other committees are tactical, examining issues and plans for the
current year. A general concern is that there is some opacity between long-term and
short-term planning and between plans and their implementation.

In addressing the connection between long-term and near-term plans, Smith may
want to consider establishing a more formal link between the Committee on Mission and
Priorities (CMP) and the Advisory Committee on Resource Allocation (ACRA) without
creating additional committees or burdens for those serving on existing committees.
CMP and the Committee on Academic Priorities (CAP) have already established a
connection; this collaboration should be encouraged and enhanced. We noted that some
committees, notably CAP, have enormous responsibilities. It is important to address this
overload while continuing to benefit from the efficiencies realized in the last revision of
faculty governance. For example, bringing curricular planning together with faculty



staffing decisions under CAP has had clear benefits, but has also yielded an over-worked
committee. It may be helpful to streamline the work of this committee further.

There is immense enthusiasm for planning, but such enthusiasm can be dissipated
by a lack of clarity about outcomes. Several faculty and staff described the planning
processes as repetitive and “reinventing the wheel”. It is important that the results of
planning efforts be widely disseminated and the results of past planning efforts kept in
mind.

There is great support and eagerness on the part of all stakeholders to move
forward with the current strategic plan. Tremendous opportunities exist for Smith, and the
college should explore bringing the community closer together by sharing the
implementation plan and expeditiously moving implementation forward.

Standard Four: The Academic Program

Smith’s academic programs offer a broad, deep, and high quality educational
experience that serves its mission. The College can take pride in being part of a
distinguished educational tradition.

We are very impressed by the degree of self-study and self-reflection that has
been devoted to the academic program. Since the last NEASC review, Smith has
instituted a remarkable process of self-study and self-reflection to examine its entire
academic program. All academic departments and programs submitted thoughtful reports
on their curricula and majors, which were reviewed by larger cross-disciplinary panels
that included distinguished external reviewers. The ensuing recommendations for change
then provided the materials for further discussion and recommendations by the
Committee on Academic Priorities and other campus committees. The process was
intense and highly collaborative, involving all academic units and their faculty, as well as
academic administrators and the directors of co-curricular institutions. The thoughtful
commitment of so many participants has had good results, both for the quality of
decision-making and for how the decisions are viewed by those affected by them.

Despite the fact that several years ago Smith had to make some difficult decisions in
response to budgetary concerns, and that such decisions are understandably never
popular, many faculty, as well as other members of the college community, praised the
transparency of the planning process and the college’s efforts during those years to
include faculty and others in planning for the future. This is a tribute to Smith College’s
administrative leadership, faculty, students, and staff.

As a result of this process, the College reduced some academic programs, initiated
new ones, and is planning for more, such as the Smith Centers for Societal Leadership
and Engagement, encompassing the Center for International Studies and Cross-Cultural



Communication, the Center for Community Collaboration, and the Center for the
Environment, Ecological Design, and Sustainability.

Through increasing oversight over all academic activities, Smith is now better
positioned to make informed decisions about shifts in focus and to provide greater
coherence to its academic initiatives. Above all, Smith has produced an impressive
comprehensive plan to re-imagine a liberal arts education — the Smith Design for
Learning, which it is beginning to implement, and which has energized the College,
impressed the evaluation team, and will undoubtedly impress the outside constituencies
whose support is needed for full implementation.

In a brief report such as this the evaluation team can hardly do justice to all facets
of the plan, so we will highlight just a few exemplary initiatives, We applaud Smith’s
efforts to give greater coherence to the open curriculum by emphasizing essential student
capacities that a Smith education should foster. The steps undertaken to implement this
goal, which include a writing requirement and planning for a quantitative skills
requirement, are sound and are already producing good results (though, as we will note
below, there seems to be some tension between the concept of an open curriculum and
the desire to specify educational outcomes). We were impressed, for example, by the
work of the Jacobson Center for Writing, Teaching, and Learning, which has engaged
most of the Smith faculty in writing-intensive activities across the curriculum, and which
has initiated several projects to assess changes in the quality of students’ writing in their
first two years at Smith.

We also applaud the college’s science initiatives, which include the establishment
of an innovative and highly successful program in engineering, the building of a new
science building, which will enable faculty in several departments and programs to
engage in cutting-edge research and innovative teaching, and efforts to improve the
quantitative reasoning skills of students through the creation of a Quantitative Learning
Center. These should help address the deficit reported in the College’s Self- Study
regarding Smith students’ quantitative skills and understanding of science and
experimental methods. We commend initiatives like the program in Achieving
Excellence in Math, Engineering, and Science, that recognizes the diversity of Smith
students and strengthens the links between their talents and promise with the academic
goals of the college.

We commend the college’s efforts to engage students in the world beyond Smith
through study abroad, engagement in their communities at home, and the teaching of
ethical reasoning as an essential capacity with which to approach the world’s challenges.
These goals have resulted in initiatives to strengthen the links between study abroad and
the curriculum on the Smith campus, to encourage greater collaboration between the
School for Social Work and the undergraduate curriculum, to include ethical components
in a variety of courses, and to propose a Center for Community Collaboration.

Smith has also made excellent use of its co-curricular resources, among them a
superb art museum and an outstanding botanical garden. These resources have been






