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Using Assessment to Resolve Controversial Issues

University of Michigan

Every institution, at some point, faces a critical issue impacting a specific population
of the campus community. In most cases, officials resolve the issue by satisfying the
needs or requests of the majority of that population. The real challenge, however, is
to ascertain the opinions of the impacted population both methodically and
efficiently. Confronted with a controversial matter, officials at the University of

Michigan did just that.

The 2008 Michigan commencement ceremony was to be relocated to another
venue, as the usual venue, Michigan Stadium, was under repair. Student affairs
officials announced to graduating students that the ceremony would be tentatively
moved to a venue at another institution. Then, using StudentVoice technology on
PDA hardware, the officials surveyed a small percentage of graduating students on
their reactions to the announcement.

After receiving an alarming number of negative responses to the alternative venue,
administrators directed the matter to the President of the institution, who then
immediately called on the Commencement Advisory Committee to create a formal
online survey. The survey, which was distributed to every member of the graduating
class, consisted of questions evaluating students’ preferences for commencement in
terms of participation, attendance, and accessibility.

Because of the time-sensitive nature and magnitude of this assessment, the President
and committee decided to administer the study using StudentVoice technology in
lieu of the assessment software usually used by administrators outside the student
affairs arena. StudentVoice’s streamlined mass-mailing system and real-time
data-collection software enabled administrators to obtain response data from
approximately 4,000 respondents within a 38-hour time period. In addition, the
software’s validation functionality required each respondent to enter a unique ID
prior to taking the survey, ensuring that the respondent was a graduating student
and only able to take the survey once.

The survey data provided the committee with a thorough understanding of the
students’ needs and wishes for commencement; consequently, officials were able to
choose two more favorable alternative venues on the Michigan campus. They
advertised these options in the campus newspapers, then sent a one-question
follow-up survey asking all graduating students to indicate their preferred venue for
commencement. Of the 3,000 students that responded, two-thirds favored one
venue over the other, assuring officials the majority of the graduating students
supported the move to this new venue.

UMich administrators used StudentVoice data collection and reporting tools to
conduct all three commencement assessments in under a month’s time, successfully
procuring substantial respondent feedback. As a result, they created a timely and
favorable solution to an emotionally-charged dilemma, demonstrating the ability of
the StudentVoice assessment system to facilitate quick and widely accepted
resolutions to complex issues affecting various constituents.

StudentVoice allowed
us to quickly collect
and present student
feedback to not only
senior leadership, but
also to the students
themselves. Students
were able to see both
their collective views
and their impact on
high level policy

decisions.
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Using StudentVoice,
we were able to
manage with evidence
and allow the students
to have a meaningful
impact in determining
where their
commencement
ceremony would take

place.
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