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The Important Role of the Accreditation Liaison Officer (ALO)

The Commission considers the president (or CEO) to be the official representative of each accredited institution and expects that member institutions also will designate a second individual on campus to serve as an Accreditation Liaison Officer (ALO) to work on matters of accreditation. The ideal ALO will have extensive knowledge of the institution, a central administrative coordinating role, and experience with accreditation. 

The duties of the ALO may include answering inquiries about accreditation and making available appropriate information; serving as a key resource person in planning and carrying out the self-study and evaluation visit, Periodic Review Report, follow-up reports, and other reports and information for accreditation; coordinating accreditation programs and schedules with specialized accrediting agencies, if necessary; assuring compliance with the Commission’s requests for follow-up studies and reports; and ensuring the timely and accurate submission of the annual Institutional Profile to the Commission. 
Other ALO duties may include ensuring that the Commission on Higher Education is notified in advance of planned “substantive changes” at the institution; assisting the Commission in creating/assessing its policies and processes, and giving feedback as requested; and working with the institution to provide information requested by the Commission.

The MSCHE staff holds a breakfast meeting for Accreditation Liaison Officers at each year’s annual conference. This breakfast offers an opportunity for ALOs to learn of new MSCHE initiatives and to network with peers from other accredited institutions. Beginning with the 2009 annual conference, MSCHE will offer an expanded number of breakout sessions specifically designed for ALOs. The 2009 annual conference is scheduled for December 9-11 at the Philadelphia Marriott Downtown hotel in Center City. Watch your mail and the MSCHE website for details.

Understanding the Progress Letter
During the course of accreditation activities (decennial visit, PRR, substantive change, etc.), MSCHE will sometimes request a progress letter from an institution. Progress letters are generally requested when issues are narrow in focus, less complex, and limited in number. 
Progress letters are requested when the Commission requires assurance that the institution has carried out activities that will result in continued compliance with one or more accreditation standards. 

Progress letters should be relatively short (usually no more than five pages in length). Other documents or evidence may be included with the letter, but should be provided only if these documents are essential to an understanding of the issue or the actions being taken by the institution. 

The first paragraph of a progress letter should identify the specific issues or topics that the Commission has asked the institution to address. In subsequent sections of the letter, the institution should state explicitly the actions that have been taken relative to the issues or topics.

The focus of a progress letter should be on what the institution has accomplished to date rather than on what the institution intends to do in the future. If supplemental or supporting documents are included with the letter, items should be clearly identified and their relevance should be explained in the body of the letter.

If the progress letter is required as a result of a substantive change, it should assess institutional mission and goals in relation to the implemented change; achievement of educational objectives, including student learning outcomes; faculty and instructional methods; fiscal, physical, and learning resources; curriculum (specific courses, modes of evaluating and granting credit); and student support services.

Progress letters should be directed to the institution’s MSCHE staff liaison for initial review. If the staff liaison judges the report to be adequate and acceptable, a recommendation for action will be submitted as part of a consent agenda to the Committee on Follow-up Activities/Candidate Institutions. If the staff liaison believes that the progress letter may not adequately address issues or topics, the institution will be included on the regular agenda for consideration by the Commissioner-members of the Committee on Follow-up Activities/Candidate Institutions.

The Committee on Follow-up Activities/Candidate Institutions will subsequently forward a recommendation for action to the Commission for consideration at its next regularly scheduled meeting. Action taken by the Commission will be consistent with the options outlined in Range of Commission Actions on Accreditation. The institution will then receive written notification of the Commission’s action.
If you have any questions about the preparation of a progress letter, contact your MSCHE staff liaison. 

Guidelines for Developing a Monitoring Report

Monitoring reports are requested when issues are more complex or more numerous, or when the issues require a more substantive, detailed response. The Commission also will request a monitoring report when it is concerned about the potential for future non-compliance with one or more standards of accreditation and when a non-compliance action is taken (see Range of Commission Actions on Accreditation for definitions).

Monitoring reports should be limited to no more than 25 pages. Where appropriate, supporting data or evidence should be provided to strengthen or clarify the report. Supplementary documents may be included, but these should be clearly identified and their relevance should be established in the body of the report.

Each monitoring report should include a title page and sections addressing the issues or topics covered; an institutional context/update; a description of progress to date in addressing issues raised by MSCHE; and a conclusion. Those preparing the report should consult relevant institutional documents, such as the previous self-study and the evaluation team report, to identify the nature of concerns. If the institution requires clarification of the issues or the Commission’s expectations, contact should be made with the Commission staff member who serves as the assigned liaison to the institution.

The completed report should be securely stapled together, not bound or placed in a loose leaf binder or in a folder, and four copies of the monitoring report, each with a copy of the institution’s most recent Institutional Profile attached, should be sent  to the Evaluation Services Office at the Commission.

The monitoring report will be placed on the agenda for consideration by the Commissioner-members of the Committee on Follow-up Activities/Candidate Institutions, and the Committee will subsequently forward a recommendation for action to the Commission for consideration at its next regularly scheduled meeting. Action taken by the Commission will be consistent with the options outlined in the Range of Commission Actions on Accreditation.

For additional details on preparing a monitoring report, read the Commission policy on Follow-up Reports and Visits, and/or contact your MSCHE staff liaison.
New Resources on Website
The Commission has added several new sections to its website, www.msche.org , in order to provide enhanced resources to member institutions.

Added to the Publications section is a new category, Presentations and Resources on Accreditation Issues. Within this portion of the website you will find a variety of Word documents and Power Point presentations that can be of great assistance as you work on accreditation-related projects.

Among the presentations are Accreditation and Quality Assurance from the Perspective of a U.S. Regional Accrediting Agency, An Overview of Institutional Accreditation, Congressional testimony on various topics, testimony on the Higher Education Opportunity Act, Middle States Reporting Expectations, Implications of the Bologna Process, and presentations on other topics.
Also included are a rubric to help analyze student learning assessment processes; examples of evidence of student learning; information on assessment models and best practices; a paper on The Role of Published Tests and Assessments in Higher Education; a definition of Information Literacy; and suggested readings on Assessing Institutional Effectiveness, Assessing Student Learning, Assessing Student Learning in General Education Curricula, Encouraging Faculty Engagement in Assessment, and Using Assessment Results to Improve Teaching and Learning.
Another new grouping, also under Publications, is Publications on Upcoming MSCHE Workshops and Conferences.
The third new area of the website, Presentation Materials, falls under the Events button. It contains various materials that have been used in selected MSCHE conferences and workshops. Currently posted are Power Point and PDF files from the 2008 MSCHE annual conference and additional materials from the Spring 2009 PRR workshop. 

In addition to the these new sections of the website, the Commission has added an extensive glossary of higher education and accreditation terms under the About Us/Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) category and updated its Media Backgrounder, making it easier for members of the news media to learn about MSCHE and the accreditation process.

Finally, in mid May MSCHE activated a new search engine on the website, enabling users to search PDFs of Commission publications for the first time.

More Important Than Ever in Tough Economic Times

Standard 3: Institutional Resources 

As increasing numbers of MSCHE member institutions grapple with financial challenges due to the difficult economy, state and local funding restrictions, and losses in the financial markets, it is important to stay focused on Middle States Standard 3: Institutional Resources.

As noted in the Standard, the efficient and effective use of institutional resources requires sound financial planning linked to institutional goals and strategies. The institution should demonstrate that it has sufficient financial resources and a financial plan to carry out its mission and execute its plans, and if necessary, a realistic plan to implement corrective action to strengthen the institution financially within an acceptable time period.

MSCHE institutions are reminded that they must provide financial data for the two most recently completed fiscal years and a financial plan covering at least two additional years. A typical financial plan will include a forecast of revenues, expenses, and investment income, and where available, a statement of financial position at the end of the fiscal year. For publicly traded institutions, this includes public filings.

The fundamental elements of Standard 3 cover many areas. Of special note, MSCHE institutions must have a financial planning and budgeting process aligned with the institution’s mission and goals that provides for an annual budget and multi-year budget projections. In addition, it is expected that member institutions will undergo an annual independent audit confirming fiscal responsibility, with evidence of follow-up on any concerns cited in the audit’s accompanying management letter.

In addition to Standard 3, MSCHE’s new Requirements of Affiliation, effective March 1, 2009, require that “The institution has documented financial resources, funding base, and plans for financial development adequate to support its educational purposes and programs and to assure financial stability. The institution devotes a sufficient portion of its income to the support of its educational purposes and programs.”

For complete details on Standard 3: Institutional Resources, or the Requirements of Affiliation, see MSCHE’s publication, Characteristics of Excellence (2009 Online Edition).
Annual Conference Slated for Philadelphia 
Accreditation: Promoting Excellence, the 2009 MSCHE Annual Conference, has been scheduled for December 9-11 at the Philadelphia Marriott Downtown Hotel in Center City. Commanding a towering presence at the hub of Philadelphia’s business and historic districts, the 1,408 room hotel is within walking distance of many attractions, restaurants, and shopping. SEPTA’s regional rail lines, including direct service to and from Philadelphia International Airport, are less than two blocks away.

The new Exhibitor, Sponsor, and Advertiser brochure for the conference is currently available for download. The conference registration brochure and preliminary program are expected to be available during July and will be mailed to MSCHE member institutions and posted on the Commission website. Pre-conference workshops will be held on Wednesday, December 9, and the opening session of the conference will take place Wednesday evening, December 9 with a keynote address by Scott Jaschik, editor and co-founder of Inside Higher Ed. His interactive presentation will focus on issues facing higher education institutions over the next several years. Other keynote speakers are currently being finalized. Watch for conference details.

Workshops to Examine Planning, Assessment, Institutional Effectiveness
MSCHE has scheduled a series of workshops in August and September to help member institutions with a multitude of projects related to institutional planning, student assessment, institutional effectiveness and other issues.

First on the schedule is Integrating Higher Education Planning and Assessment: Real Strategies for Real Institutions, August 13-14 at the InterContinental Hotel in San Juan, Puerto Rico. The central focus of this workshop will be on how to best inform the institutional planning process with outcomes measures. While the presenters will provide a brief overview of assessment of student learning and its relationship to institutional improvement, the primary emphasis will be on assessment of the effectiveness of the strategic plan. 
Institutions are encouraged to send teams, including planning and institutional research directors and staff, assessment directors/coordinators, self-study chairs and steering committee members, academic affairs personnel, and other interested faculty and administrators. Leading this workshop will be Dr. Michael Middaugh and Dr. Andrea Lex. Dr. Middaugh, Vice Chair of the Middle States Commission on Higher Education, is assistant vice president for institutional research and planning at the University of Delaware. Dr. Lex is a vice president for the Commission. Both presenters are former presidents of the Society for College and University Planning. Participants in the San Juan workshop are responsible for arranging their own accommodations, as Middle States has not reserved a room block.
Integrating Higher Education Planning and Assessment will be repeated September 22-23 at the John M. Clayton Hall Conference Center of the University of Delaware. This version of the program has a residential component, with accommodations at the Marriott Courtyard Newark-University of Delaware. For cost or registration information on either the San Juan or University of Delaware workshops visit the Events section of the MSCHE website.
In September the Commission will offer two assessment workshops at the Regional Learning Alliance Center near Slippery Rock University in Western Pennsylvania. 
The September 10 workshop on Institutional Effectiveness will help eliminate confusion about MSCHE Standard 7 on Institutional Effectiveness and guide member institutions on how to assess their strategic plans. Participants will gain a clear understanding of the relationship between assessing student learning and assessing institutional effectiveness; review ways to express institutional goals in terms that facilitate assessment; identify strategies and tools to assess key institutional goals; learn techniques to set appropriate targets for institutional self assessment measures; and understand how assessment results may be used to inform planning and budgeting decisions. The workshop will not address student learning assessment, except to place it in the context of the overall assessment of institutional effectiveness.

The next day, September 11, MSCHE will offer a workshop on Rethinking Student Learning Assessment. It will prepare participants to take stock of where they are---what’s working and what’s not, and why---and build on past experiences; identify strategies to promote a college-wide culture of assessment; brainstorm strategies to organize and lead campus assessment efforts; review campus support for assessment; examine ways to enhance commitment to student learning assessment; and review Middle States’ expectations for assessment. The workshop will not address how to get started with assessment, assessment tools and strategies, or using assessment results.

Institutions may send one or more people to the September 10 and 11 workshops, including assessment directors and committee members, institutional research directors, self-study chairs and steering committee members, accreditation liaison officers, chief planning officers, academic affairs administrators, other administrators, and faculty leaders. Both workshops will be presented by MSCHE Vice President Linda Suskie, an internationally recognized speaker, writer, educator, and consultant on a broad range of higher education assessment topics. Her latest book is the second edition of Assessing Student Learning: A Common Sense Guide (Jossey-Bass, 2009). For cost or registration information on either of the September assessment workshops, visit the Events section of the MSCHE website.

The final program will be Meeting Middle States Expectations for Student Learning Assessment: An Institute for Campuses Ready to Move to Comprehensive, Sustained Assessment, September 24-25 at the John M. Clayton Hall Conference Center of the University of Delaware. The institute is designed for administrators and faculty who are seeking in-depth and hands-on experience with strategies to lead their institution to the next level of student learning assessment. The program will help participants understand how to meet Middle States’ expectations for student learning assessment and move their institution’s student learning assessment efforts to the next level of excellence. Individuals or institutional teams are welcome, including assessment coordinators and committee members, institutional research staff, self-study chairs and steering committee members, academic affairs administrators, and other interested administrators and faculty. The presenters for the institute are four nationally recognized authors and speakers on assessment issues. They are Dr. Virginia Anderson, Professor of Biological Sciences and chair of the university assessment committee at Towson University; Dr. Elizabeth Jones, Associate Professor in the College of Human Resources and Education at West Virginia University; Dr. Elizabeth Paul, Professor of Psychology and Vice Provost at The College of New Jersey; and Linda Suskie, MSCHE Vice President. For cost or registration information visit the Events section of the MSCHE website.

MSCHE Seeks Volunteers/Peer Evaluators

The Middle States Commission on Higher Education is seeking additional volunteers to assist with a wide range of activities. Of particular interest are higher education administrators and faculty who possess experience and skills in distance learning, student outcomes assessment, financial management and financial planning, executive level management, shared governance, academic leadership, institutional research and planning, measuring institutional effectiveness, teaching, and student services.
After undergoing training by the MSCHE staff, volunteers serve on campus visiting teams, as reviewers of Periodic Review Reports (PRRs), as members of special monitoring teams, and in other roles with MSCHE.  The Commission maintains a substantial active file of educators who participate in its evaluation and consultative activities. Individuals may be recommended by others or may volunteer themselves.
When you are selected to be a member of an evaluation team you will be invited to a comprehensive training workshop conducted by members of the MSCHE staff. This training typically includes case studies, role playing, and interaction with other peer evaluators.
Why Volunteer?
The benefits of serving as a volunteer for MSCHE are many, including enhanced professional status among your peers; opportunities to visit and learn from peer institutions; and professional development. 

For more information, visit Evaluators/How to Become an Evaluator on the MSCHE website, or call (267) 284-5000.
In Memoriam

Vivian Ellis

1949-2009
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Vivian Ellis was the longest-serving member of the staff of the Middle States Commission on Higher Education. Vivian was hired in September 1977 and had served the Commission for more than 31 years when she died unexpectedly on March 23, 2009. She was known throughout Middle States for her warm smile and caring, nurturing attitude.

Vivian earned an Associate degree from Peirce College and later attended Eastern University, where she earned her Bachelor of Arts degree (with Honors) in Organizational Management. Prior to joining the MSCHE staff, she worked at various institutions in administrative support roles. 

When Vivian was hired by MSCHE, she served as administrative secretary to the executive director. She later moved into a role as administrative assistant for constituent relations, dealing with Periodic Review Reports, evaluation visits, and institutional follow-up. Through the years, Vivian continued to play an active, every day role in dealing with MSCHE member institutions. At the time of her passing she was serving as Evaluation Services Supervisor.

Vivian was a trusted and valued colleague and friend who will be missed by everyone at MSCHE. She is survived by her husband, Benjamin; son, Benjamin, Jr.; daughter, Sherri; granddaughter Aliya; and grandsons Aaron and Donovan.

Future Issues
Is there something you’d like to see in a future edition of MSCHE News? Contact the Office of Communications and Public Relations at (267) 284-5048, or send an email to rpokrass@msche.org.
