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WHY THE SSR (SELF-STUDY REPORT)?

The cornerstone of ongoing PA program accreditation by the ARC-PA rests on continual program self-
assessment and the ability of accredited programs to “have a robust and systematic process of ongoing
self-assessment to review the quality and effectiveness of their educational practices, policies and
outcomes.” Programs are asked to assess their compliance with the Standards, to identify areas in need of
attention to bring the program into compliance and to take appropriate actions toward that end.

STANDARDS, 4™ EDITION, SECTION C, EVALUATION
Section C of the Standards includes the following introduction:

INTRODUCTION

It is important for programs to have a robust and systematic process of ongoing self-assessment to review
the quality and effectiveness of their educational practices, policies and outcomes. This process should be
conducted within the context of the mission and goals of both the sponsoring institution and the program,
using the Accreditation Standards for Physician Assistant Education (Standards) as the point of reference. A
well-developed process occurs throughout the academic year and across all phases of the program. It
critically assesses all aspects of the program relating to sponsorship, resources, students, operational
policies, curriculum and clinical sites. The process is used to identify strengths and weaknesses and should
lead to the development of plans for corrective intervention with subsequent evaluation of the effects of
the interventions.

Standards sections C1 and C2 address the process of self-assessment and the self-study report (SSR)
documents the results of that process.

Cc1 ONGOING PROGRAM SELF-ASSESSMENT

C1.01 The program must implement an ongoing program self-assessment process that is designed to
document program effectiveness and foster program improvement.

ANNOTATION: A well designed self-assessment process reflects the ability of the program in collecting and
interpreting evidence of student learning, as well as program administrative functions and outcomes. The
process incorporates the study of both quantitative and qualitative performance data collected and critically
analyzed by the program. The process provides evidence that the program gives careful thought to data
collection, management and interpretation. It shows that outcome measures are used in concert with
thoughtful evaluation about the results, the relevance of the data and the potential for improvement or
change.

C1.02 The program must apply the results of ongoing program self-assessment to the curriculum and other
dimensions of the program.

C2 SELF-STUDY REPORT
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C2.01 The program must prepare a self-study report as part of the application for continuing accreditation
that accurately and succinctly documents the process and results of ongoing program self-
assessment. The report must follow the guidelines provided by the ARC-PA and, at a minimum, must
document:

a) the program process of ongoing self- assessment,

b) results of critical analysis from the ongoing self-assessment,

c) faculty evaluation of the curricular and administrative aspects of the program,
d) modifications that occurred as a result of self-assessment,

e) self-identified program strengths and areas in need of improvement and

f) plans for addressing areas needing improvement.

ANNOTATION: The ARC-PA expects results of ongoing self-assessment to include critical analysis of student
evaluations for each course and rotation, student evaluations of faculty, failure rates for each course and
rotation, student remediation, student attrition, preceptor evaluations of students’ preparedness for rotations,
student exit and/or graduate evaluations of the program, the most recent five-year first time and aggregate
graduate performance on the PANCE, sufficiency and effectiveness of faculty and staff, faculty and staff
attrition.

DATA ANALYSIS AND THE SSR

Analysis is defined as the study of compiled or tabulated data interpreting cause and effect relationships
and trends, with the subsequent understanding and conclusions used to validate current practices or make
changes as needed for program improvement.

There are four key elements of analysis.

1) The first element is the regular and ongoing collection of data. For ease of use and interpretation,
the collected data must be clearly displayed in tables and charts.

2) The second element is the analysis of data. This includes discussing and interpreting the cause and
effect relationships and trends relating the data to the expectations or issues of the program. This
is to be demonstrated by succinctly written narratives which highlight the cause and effects
relationships and trends.

3) The third element is application of results and the development of conclusions based on the study
and discussion of the data. These must be succinctly stated.

4) The fourth element is the development of an action plan to operationalize the conclusions. Actions
plans, too, must be succinctly stated.

Within the SSR, programs are asked to “Provide Narrative about the analysis (interpretations and
conclusions) based on data collected and displayed.” In relation to this narrative, the ARC-PA expects the
program to use the data it has collected and placed in the tables and templates (as provided by the ARC-PA or
as provided by the program, if so asked), to discuss and interpret the cause and effect relationships and trends
relating the data to the expectations or identified issues or concerns of the program. It expects the program
to draw conclusions based on and related to the data and relationships of the data to the program
expectations, issues or concerns.

Programs also are asked to “Provide Narrative detailing the actions (modifications or non-modifications)
taken based on the analysis.” The ARC-PA expects the program to present the modifications or non-
modifications it has chosen to make based on the conclusions it has drawn, as conveyed in the earlier
question. It expects these to be supported by the program’s analysis of data.
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RESPONSIBILITY FOR ANALYSIS

It is the program’s responsibility to demonstrate compliance with the Standards. Programs are expected to
document analysis in a clear, coherent, succinct narrative that shows the cause and effect relationships and
trends used to arrive at the conclusions and plans. It is not the obligation of the site visitors or
commissioners to combine fragments of data and sentences which may represent analysis into a coherent
demonstration of compliance.

WHEN IS THE SSR REQUIRED?

All accredited programs must submit a SSR as one component of an accreditation application. All programs
scheduled for a comprehensive validation review for continuing accreditation must submit an SSR two
years in advance of the program validation review by the commission. This “SSR 2-years out” is reviewed
by the ARC-PA. A post review letter is sent to the program and institution indicating specific expectations
to be addressed by the program when it submits the SSR which accompanies the accreditation application.

THE SSR APPENDICES REQUIREMENTS

The SSR report format for the Standards, 4™ edition includes multiple data templates as well as specific
guestions related to the analysis and actions for each topical area. Data templates have been developed to
address areas within the annotations of the C1 and C2 standards. All programs are required to provide data
over a three to four year period of time. In addition to the tabular presentation of data, programs are
asked at least the two narrative questions above (about analysis and actions) and may be asked others
based on the data requested in each template.

Responses to questions should be clear and succinct.

Responses within an SSR submitted as a component of an accreditation application may refer to other
specifically referenced parts of the application only if appropriate (when in doubt the program should
contact the ARC-PA office). Detailed additional data from which the analysis and actions stem are NOT to
be included in the application except as noted in the application materials. Paper copies of each document
supporting compliance must be readily available for site visitors at the time of the site visit and as
requested by the commission. If documents are posted on the web, the specific web address for each
document supporting compliance also must be available.

Responses within an SSR submitted as an SSR 2-years out must be freestanding. Since there is no
application to accompany the SSR, responses must be clear in their own right. References to past materials
submitted to the ARC-PA are inappropriate.

In addition to the data required in the SSR, programs should provide only enough data to support pertinent
conclusions in the analysis. However, all source data should be available to site visitors and should be
organized to demonstrate the method of analysis used by the program. For example, comments/data
could be grouped by theme or to show trends over time. Minutes from committee meetings and/or faculty
meetings should reflect the program’s consideration of qualitative data and decisions based upon it.

DOES THE SSR 2-YEARS OUT COUNT??

In an effort to support an ongoing and honest assessment process by programs and institutions, the “SSR 2-
years out” is not “graded.” It is not used to make an accreditation decision. It is not reviewed by the
commission on a commission agenda. It is not reviewed two years later when the program submits its
application to include an SSR.
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It is used as a point in a continuum from which plans, actions and changes can be monitored by the
program and the commission.

THE SSR 2-YEARS OUT FEEDBACK LETTER

The review of the SSR 2 years out is used to provide feedback to programs as they prepare their validation
visit applications and SSRs. Areas identified in the letter are used to structure the subsequent validation
site visit agenda to the program. The letter addresses what the commission may expect to see or what
guestions the commission may want the program to address in the SSR that accompanies its application
and at the time of the validation visit. This letter is provided to the site visitors and the commission in order
for them to assess whether the program has addressed the specific expectations noted.

While each letter is customized based on the SSR submitted, the beginning of each letter remains the same
and is included below:

The purpose of this correspondence is to provide you with comments to consider in the final
preparation of your application materials with SSR due DATE. Additionally, this feedback will serve
to guide you and the commissioners as they start to work with ARC-PA staff in planning the site visit
agenda for your validation visit.

The feedback provided based on the review of this SSR does not address the quality of the document
in its entirety and is not intended to provide consultation. It does not imply compliance or
noncompliance with the Standards and is not used as a component of the application materials you
will be submitting in the future.

Comments provided will not be used directly to determine the outcome of the program’s next
validation review. However, if the commentary provided includes specific actions to be taken by the
program in the presentation or content of the next SSR submitted for the validation review, the ARC-
PA expects the program to take those actions.

Areas that have not received any commentary still need to be considered by the program for
analysis based on data collected and program outcomes. As always, the commission expects the
program to apply the four key elements of analysis within a robust process of ongoing self-
assessment.

The program should not prepare any formal response to this review for submission to the ARC-PA.

Each letter ends differently, but often includes a section as below:

The commission expects the program to complete the next SSR according to the directions. It
expects the report to include critical analysis of the data, discussing and interpreting the cause and
effect relationships and trends and relating the data to the expectations or issues of the program.
The data and analysis should logically lead to application of results and development of conclusions
resulting in an action plan to operationalize the conclusions. The commission expects the report to
provide appropriate follow up for all modifications, strengths, areas in need of improvement and
plans.
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ESTABLISHING BENCHMARKS

Establishing benchmarks is important to program self-assessment. Programs use internal and external
evidence to establish minimum benchmarks for student performance. Likewise programs should use
evidence to establish benchmarks for their own performance based on expected program outcomes. This
approach contributes to evidence-based education. Internal evidence could include mean scores, trends
over time, and/or correlation to other dimensions of program/student outcomes. External evidence can
include national data and/or institutional data. Some programs establish benchmarks with multiple
measures, e.g., mean scores, downward trends and abrupt changes of more than a specified amount.

QUALITATIVE AND QUANTITATIVE DATA

As noted in standard C1.01, the commission expects programs to use qualitative and quantitative data in
their self-assessment processes. Student/preceptor/graduate comments, focus groups and feedback from
student representatives are examples of potentially valuable qualitative data. Programs should define a
method for analyzing qualitative data. Such methods could include summarizing comments with analysis
by the number or percentage of comments with a specific theme, or noting trends in comments over time.
These methods bring a quantitative aspect to qualitative data.

Qualitative data also is filtered through the lens of the faculty’s collective knowledge and experience, since
faculty may have a different perspective than students. Programs aren’t expected to adopt modifications
based solely on qualitative feedback from students or other stakeholders. This filtering can be described as
part of the program’s self-assessment process and explained in the narrative.

SSR RELATED RESOURCES
In addition to these Notes, several resources related directly or indirectly to the SSR are available on the
ARC-PA web site Accreditation Resources Page.

e The Power Point handout from the ARC-PA presentation at the PAEA Memphis meeting in October
2013 about Program-Defined Expectations as they relate to the Standards.

e The Data Analysis Resource (May 2015) document addressing the components of data analysis as
they relate to the Standards, 4th edition and, Self-Study Report.

e Alisting of parameters to be considered and correlated in relation to PANCE outcomes for the SSR
or for required PANCE reports to the ARC-PA.


http://www.arc-pa.org/accreditation/resources/
http://www.arc-pa.org/accreditation/resources/accreditation-manual/
http://www.arc-pa.org/accreditation/resources/

