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Hundreds Attend MSCHE Town Hall Meetings

Nearly 300 representatives of MSCHE-accredited institutions attended the winter/spring town hall meetings presented by the Commission. These sessions were held at the University of the Sacred Heart in San Juan (January); Harrisburg Area Community College in Pennsylvania (March); the Albany, NY, Marriott (April); and The College of New Jersey (May).

The purpose of the town hall meetings was two-fold: to bring the audience up-to-date on the evolving relationship between the Commission on Higher Education and the Middle States Association, and to describe to the audience pending changes to accreditation regulations and guidelines as the result of the Higher Education Opportunity Act and subsequent negotiated rulemaking. The primary presenters were Commission Chair Michael F. Middaugh and President Elizabeth H. Sibolski. 
In order to keep member institutions informed about efforts to resolve the dispute with MSA and planned changes in federal regulations related to accreditation, the Commission plans to hold additional town hall meetings during the fall. While dates and precise locations have not yet been finalized, the expected cities for the next round of town halls are Baltimore, Maryland; Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; and Rochester, New York. Watch your email for additional details.

U.S. Department of Education Issues Findings Regarding CHE Compliance with Requirements for Recognition

During June, the U.S. Department of Education issued a letter of findings following an investigation of matters that were self-reported by the Commission concerning its relationship with the Middle States Association. In these findings, the Department has confirmed that the Commission on Higher Education is the entity recognized by the Secretary of Education and that it must meet the requirements of separate and independent operation included in Federal regulations.  More specifically, CHE must have complete control over its financial resources and personnel, and its budget must not be subject to review, consultation, or approval by the MSA.  These findings were relayed by Chair Michael Middaugh, via electronic communication, to institutional CEOs, Chief Academic Officers, and Accreditation Liaison Officers on June 25.   

In the past two years the Commission on Higher Education has not been able to operate as a separate and independent organization because of requirements imposed by the Middle States Association.  CHE dues income has been pooled with the dues of other commissions.  The Association has assumed control over budget and financial decisions of the commissions, and a hiring freeze has continued to be imposed.  

The letter of findings from the US Department of Education made it clear that the Commission on Higher Education would be given six months to fully comply with the regulations governing recognition of accrediting agencies.  CHE must complete and submit a report to the Department by December 15, 2010 documenting permanent changes that will prevent a reoccurrence of the identified issues.  To read the full text of the USDE letter, click here.

At its meeting on June 24, 2010, the Commission on Higher Education voted unanimously to “take any and all necessary steps, individually and/or in conjunction with the Middle States Association, that will result in the CHE coming into full compliance with specified criteria for recognition.” Commission Chair Michael Middaugh emphasized that a number of steps have already been taken and noted that: "The Commission's first responsibility is to its members; to protect the integrity of the accreditation process and Title IV gate-keeping responsibilities."

MSCHE Reviewing U.S. Department of Education Actions on Institutional Financial Reviews
For many years, the United States Department of Education has evaluated the financial condition of each institution receiving Title IV funds. The Department calculates a series of financial ratios that are weighted to produce a final composite index. The value of the index determines “whether an institution demonstrates financial responsibility under the regulations.”

An institution that does not meet the minimum required composite score is notified by letter by the Department and offered alternatives under which it may qualify to continue to participate in Title IV programs. These alternatives may, for example, require the institution to post a letter of credit for a percentage of the Title IV program funds received during its most recently completed fiscal year. The Commission is copied by the Department of Education on letters relating to such matters.
When the Commission is notified by the Department that a member institution does not meet required financial responsibility ratios, the Commission will review the financial information that it has on file to make its own determination about the institution’s financial strength. Subsequent to this review, the Commission may, at its discretion, contact the institution to request more current financial information, request that an outside reviewer evaluate the financial data, schedule a small team visit to discuss the situation with the institution, or refer the institution to the Follow-up Committee. 
These actions are consistent with accreditation Standard 3: Institutional Resources.
As noted in Standard 3, an institution “should demonstrate through an analysis of financial data and its financial plan 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 requires institutions to have a financial plan that includes 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. 

For further details about financial planning issues pertaining to accreditation, read Standard 3 in MSCHE’s Characteristics of Excellence in Higher Education, or contact your MSCHE staff liaison.

New Conflict of Interest Policy Is Adopted by Members

The Commission’s new Conflict of Interest policy was unanimously approved in recent voting by MSCHE member institutions. Special thanks to the institutional CEOs who submitted comments on the policy draft and later voted on the final version. The policy can be viewed by clicking here or by logging on to www.msche.org, clicking Policies, and scrolling down to the policy, Conflict of Interest: Commissioners, Chairs, Evaluators, and Others.

PRR Workshop Offers Vital Information to Participants

MSCHE held its annual Periodic Review Report (PRR) workshop on March 26 in Philadelphia. One hundred and eighteen individuals, representing 91 institutions with PRRs scheduled for 2011 and 2012 attended the program. In addition, 23 PRR reviewers participated in the sessions.

The day began with comments on the Commission’s expectations for the PRR, presented by Dr. Debra Klinman, MSCHE Vice President, and MSCHE Commissioner Robert Albrecht, a faculty member at SUNY College of Technology at Alfred. Albrecht told the audience that the Commission considers the PRR to be a major accreditation event that is linked to Characteristics of Excellence and the 14 accreditation standards. He added that the PRR should be “mission-based,” reflecting how the institution is meeting its mission.

Albrecht also discussed the changing context of how the Commission does its work. “Stakeholders have become very active in their scrutiny of what we do,” he said. “The boundaries of the classroom and campus are changing. Stakeholders want solid, measurable evidence that your mission is being fulfilled, and that all finances are in order. Helicopter parents, civic organizations, taxpayers, elected officials, and students are all turning their attention to scrutiny of higher education.” 

Accreditation exists partially to help institutions improve and to help them meet regulatory requirements. Albrecht predicted that the federal government will likely become more involved in overseeing accreditors, and as a direct result institutions can expect the Commission to pay closer attention than ever to compliance with the accreditation standards, requirements of affiliation, and the provisions of the Higher Education Opportunity Act. He told the attendees that they must provide data and evidence in the PRR, showing how the institution utilizes data in its decision making. 

“Systemic, substantive evidence must provide support for the institution’s findings in the PRR. If you are going to err, then err on the side of rigor and a robust recommendation,” he stressed.  Albrecht also reminded the attendees that accreditation is not a “gotcha” process in which the Commission is looking to ambush institutions, but he cautioned it also should not be a casual process.

Following Albrecht’s remarks, MSCHE Vice President Barbara Loftus addressed the audience about Implementing the Accreditation Provisions of the Higher Education Opportunity Act (HEOA). Dr. Loftus emphasized that the HEOA contains new regulations regarding distance education, correspondence education, training for evaluation team members, transfer of credit policies and articulation agreements, teach-out plans, monitoring of institutional growth, substantive change, and notification of accrediting decisions. She also described the Commission’s new certification statements for institutions as well as the Commission’s Guidelines on Degrees and Credits. These guidelines are consistent with recent federal efforts to more closely examine how institutions define credit hours.
The attendees then moved to small group sessions in which they discussed recommendations, challenges, and opportunities within the PRR process. Each small group session was led by a Commission vice president.

Immediately prior to lunch, Ms. Lisa Marie McCauley, Chief Financial Officer at King’s College, addressed The Periodic Review Report and Linked Institutional Planning and Budgeting. She urged the participants to use Standard 2: Planning, Resource Allocation and Institutional Renewal as the primary context for the portions of the PRR that deal with planning and financial issues. McCauley emphasized that the PRR should include an executive summary, responses to recommendations from the institution’s previous team visit/evaluation, a narrative on major challenges and/or opportunities faced by the institution, enrollment and financial trends and projections, a description of assessment processes and plans, and evidence of linked institutional planning and budgeting processes.

Following lunch, Dr. Jo Allen, Provost of Widener University, discussed The Periodic Review Report and the Assessment of Institutional Effectiveness. In her presentation, Dr. Allen defined assessment as “the process of asking and answering questions that seek to align our stated intentions with documentable realities. As such, in higher education it deals with courses, programs, policies, procedures, and operations.” She then defined evaluations as “…focusing on individual performance in the sense of task performance or job completion and quality, typically resulting in merit raises, plans for future improvement, or-in less satisfying cases-probation and possibly firing.” She then described assessment of institutional effectiveness versus student learning and explained the factors and organizations that are driving assessment. These include accreditors, funding agencies and foundations, and government regulators. Throughout her presentation Dr. Allen described what accreditors want to know in the areas of institutional effectiveness and student outcomes assessment, including specific evidence. 
The Power Point presentations by Barbara Loftus, Lisa Marie McCauley, and Jo Allen are all available for free download on the Commission’s website by clicking here.

The day concluded with breakout sessions on Preparing the PRR. The attendees were grouped by institutional category and led by MSCHE vice presidents. 

During the morning and afternoon breakout sessions, the PRR reviewers in attendance were involved in small group sessions on Reading the PRR and Preparing the Review.

The Commission offers the annual PRR workshop each spring. Due to space limitations, participation is limited to a maximum of two attendees per accredited institution and involves institutions that will have their PRRs due over the next two years. 

For details about the 2011 workshop, watch for an announcement on www.msche.org under Events.
Additional Locations and the Substantive Change Policy

As defined by the Commission and the US Department of Education, an “additional location” is a location, other than a branch campus, that is geographically apart from the institution’s main campus and at which the institution offers at least 50 percent of an educational program. Additional locations may be domestic or international. These include corporate sites and locations for limited, rather than ongoing, provision of programs. 

It is important to remember that, under the provisions of the Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008, all substantive change requests must be submitted to and approved by the Commission in advance, whether for additional locations, branch campuses, new degree levels, significant changes in mission and goals, higher degree or credential level, distance education, or other factors. If an institution disburses federal Title IV student aid for courses offered at an additional location that has not been approved in advance by its regional accreditor, that institution may be held liable for the repayment of the Title IV aid and could also be subject to a fine.

When examining substantive change submissions regarding additional locations, the Commission must determine if the institution has the fiscal and administrative capacity to operate the additional location. In addition, the Commission will visit within six months, each additional location the institution establishes, if the institution has a total of three or fewer additional locations; has not demonstrated, to the Commission’s satisfaction, that it has a proven record of educational oversight of additional locations; if the institution has been placed on warning, probation, or show cause by the Commission or is subject to some limitation by the Commission on its accreditation or pre-accreditation status; or if the institution is establishing its first additional location abroad (regardless of the number of domestic additional locations).
The purpose of the visits to additional locations is to verify that each additional location has the personnel, facilities, and resources the institution claimed to have in the substantive change application to the Commission. Some additional locations might also be subject to other components of the substantive change regulations, including contractual agreements for the provision of courses at the site, which might require additional substantive change requests.

The Commission has been receiving an increased number of requests to approve additional locations that initially were included in the institution’s scope of accreditation as “other instructional sites.” In some cases, these sites were included in the institution’s scope of accreditation when the Commission used only the terms branch campus and other instructional sites. In other cases, the sites started out offering less than 50 percent of an educational program, but grew over time to offer students the ability to complete 50 percent or more of an educational program.

The Commission strongly urges member institutions to look carefully at the Institutional Profile (IP) that was submitted earlier this year to double check the list of additional locations and other instructional sites. If any locations listed as other instructional sites offer 50 percent or more of any single educational program, the institution must contact its MSCHE staff liaison as soon as possible. Unless the site is listed correctly, the institution’s federal Title IV funds for that site could be at risk.

For further clarification, consult the Commission’s substantive change policy by clicking here, or contact your MSCHE staff liaison.

Additional Locations, Take II: Who is ANYA?

After the Commission takes action to approve an additional location, the institution’s Statement of Accreditation Status (SAS) is modified accordingly. The action language for an institution’s first three additional locations typically reads “to acknowledge receipt of the substantive change request and to include the additional location at [name & address] provisionally within the scope of the institution’s accreditation, pending a site visit within six months of commencing operations at the site.” 

Recently, the Commission has begun to include the following language with such actions: “The Commission requires written notification within thirty days of the commencement of operations at the additional location. In the event that operations at the additional location do not commence within one calendar year from the approval of this action, approval will lapse.” In order to indicate that an additional location has been approved by the Commission, but courses are not yet being offered at that location, the acronym “ANYA” has been created. ANYA stands for “Approved, but Not Yet Active” and can be found in parentheses next to an approved, but not yet active, additional location on an institution’s SAS. For example, the Additional Locations section of the SAS might read: Middle States Campus, Philadelphia, PA (ANYA). The ANYA designation will be removed when the Commission receives written notification that an institution has begun to offer courses at the additional location. This written notification should be addressed to Ms. Carmella Morrison (evaluationservices@msche.org).
New to www.msche.org

Several enhancements have recently been made to the Commission’s website, www.msche.org.  They are as follows:
· Strategic Plan- The Commission’s Strategic Plan (through 2012) has been posted to the website, with links from two locations: the main screen of the home page, and the Mission, Visions, and Core Values page.

· New PRR templates- In the section Evaluators/Templates and Samples, a new sub-heading has been added on Templates for Periodic Review Report Readers. Under this sub-heading are three new templates: PRR Reviewers’ Report, PRR Reviewers’ Confidential Brief, and PRR Reviewers’ Checklist.

· The Commission’s latest publication has been posted to the site. Promoting Educational Excellence and Improvement: Facts About the Middle States Commission on Higher Education includes basic facts about the accredited institutions in the Middle States region, a graph of compliance actions, data on voluntary peer review activities in the past year, and more.
· Directions to the Commission’s Philadelphia headquarters have been added to the website. Whether you are driving, flying, or traveling by rail or bus, to attend a committee meeting or meet with your MSCHE staff liaison, these directions will guide you to MSCHE.  
August, September Professional Development Workshops Scheduled

The Commission has scheduled four professional development workshops for August and September, covering a range of important topics. 

On August 16, MSCHE Chair Michael F. Middaugh will bring his popular workshop, A Basic Toolbox for Assessing Institutional Effectiveness, to the Regional Learning Alliance Center in Cranberry Township, PA. The center is approximately 30 miles north of Pittsburgh International Airport. This workshop will focus on ways to measure the extent to which an institution is making the most effective and efficient use of its human and fiscal resources in support of the teaching/learning process. Features include presentations and interactive discussions on strategies to identify those dimensions of institutional effectiveness that are appropriate for your institution; an overview of data collection tools that have been found to be demonstrably successful in assessing institutional effectiveness; and analytical approaches that foster the use of information on institutional effectiveness to support institutional decision making. Early registration (received on or before July 16) is $295 per person. Regular registration (received July 17-August 6) is $375 per person. These fees include a continental breakfast, refreshment breaks, lunch, workshop materials, and a copy of Dr. Middaugh’s new book, Planning and Assessment in Higher Education: Demonstrating Institutional Effectiveness.

Dr. Middaugh will present a second workshop, Integrating Higher Education Planning and Assessment: Real Strategies for Real Institutions, August 17 and 18, also at the Regional Learning Alliance Center. This comprehensive workshop will provide participants with solid grounding on the MSCHE standards related to planning and assessment. The central focus will be on how to best inform the institutional planning process with outcomes measures. Dr. Middaugh and his co-presenter, Ms. Sandra Starke, Vice Provost for Enrollment Management at Binghamton University, will provide a brief overview of assessment of student learning and its relationship to institutional improvement, but their primary emphasis throughout the two days will be on the 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. Participants are encouraged to bring documents related to their institutional mission as a basis for group exercises focusing on building planning and assessment processes that are thoroughly routed in that mission. Early registration (received on or before July 16) is $495 per person. Regular registration (received July 17-August 6) is $555 per person.

Participants are responsible for their own accommodations for the two workshops in Western Pennsylvania. MSCHE has not reserved a block of rooms. The Marriott Pittsburgh North Hotel is located less than one mile from the Regional Learning Alliance Center, and the hotel is offering attendees of this workshop a special rate of $169 per night (plus taxes), based on availability. To receive this rate, call Marriott Reservations directly at 800-228-9290 and ask for the Regional Learning Alliance rate. For a profile of the hotel, visit http://www.marriott.com/hotels/travel/pitno-pittsburgh-marriott-north/. Driving directions to the Regional Learning Alliance Center are available at www.therla.org.

In September, the Commission will offer two workshops in Philadelphia. The first, Getting Started with Student Assessment, is scheduled for September 15 at the Courtyard by Marriott- Philadelphia Downtown. This workshop will help assessment newcomers plan and begin the student learning assessment process by introducing them to key elements of assessment. Participants will learn the four steps of the teaching-learning-assessment cycle, ways to identify the purposes and intended audiences for assessment results, how to develop clear statements of expected learning outcomes for students, and much more. The workshop facilitator will be Linda Suskie, MSCHE Vice President and author of Assessing Student Learning: A Common Sense Guide.

Early registration (received on or before August 13) is $295 per person. Regular registration (received August 14-September 6) is $375 per person. The registration fee includes a continental breakfast, refreshment breaks, lunch, workshop materials, and a copy of Ms. Suskie’s latest book, Assessing Student Learning: A Common Sense Guide. Participants are responsible for their own accommodations. MSCHE has not reserved a block of rooms. For information regarding hotel reservations at the Courtyard by Marriott-Philadelphia Downtown, visit www.marriott.com.

The final workshop in the latest series will be Meeting MSCHE Expectations for Student Learning Assessment, September 16 and 17 at the DoubleTree Hotel in Center City (downtown) Philadelphia. This workshop will help participants understand the Commission’s expectations for student learning assessment and move their institution’s assessment efforts to the next level of excellence. It is recommended for institutions that have an upcoming self-study, periodic review report, or other report on student learning assessment. The panel of nationally recognized presenters includes Dr. Virginia Anderson, Professor of Biological Sciences, Towson University; Dr. Elizabeth Jones, Professor, College of Human Resources and Education, West Virginia University; Dr. Elizabeth Paul, Provost, Stetson University; and Ms. Linda Suskie, MSCHE Vice President. This comprehensive workshop 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. 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 faculty and staff. 

Early registration (received on or before August 13) is $625 per person. Regular registration (received August 14-September 6) is $685 per person. These fees include two continental breakfasts, two lunches, refreshment breaks each day, workshop materials, and one copy each of three publications: Effective Grading: A Tool for Learning and Assessment; Designing Effective Assessment: Principles and Profiles of Good Practice; and Assessing Student Learning: A Common Sense Guide. Participants in the September 16-17 workshop are responsible for their own accommodations, though MSCHE has reserved a limited number of rooms at the DoubleTree. These rooms are available at the rate of $175 per night (single/double) plus taxes, and are available for a limited time. To make a reservation, click here.

Annual Conference Slated for December 8-10
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Mark your calendar for the 2010 MSCHE Annual Conference, Implementing an Effective Accreditation Process, December 8-10 at the Philadelphia Marriott-Downtown. The registration brochure, containing information on the conference and pre-conference workshops, will be distributed in late summer. Information is available now on sponsor, exhibitor, and advertising opportunities by clicking here.
Recent Commission Actions
The Commission held its regularly scheduled meeting on June 24 and approved various actions, including reaffirmation of accreditation, acceptance of monitoring reports, and the placement of several institutions on Warning. In addition, 12 institutions were placed on Probation. Ten of these were the direct result of issues related to a lengthy shutdown of the institutions. To view the list of recent Commission actions, click here.

Deputy Secretary of Education Visits Philadelphia, Stresses Need for Accountability

Tony Miller, Deputy Secretary and Chief Operating Officer of the U.S. Department of Education, visited the Community College of Philadelphia on April 26 for a presentation about the administration’s efforts to upgrade the education levels of American students so they can be more competitive in the global marketplace. While addressing higher education issues, Deputy Secretary Miller discussed the need for his department, individual institutions of higher learning, and accrediting organizations to work together to ensure transparency and accountability in the educational process. He also stressed the need for better assessment systems at the elementary and secondary levels to ensure that students are prepared for college and/or careers. Miller emphasized that the American public and lawmakers have a keen interest in accountability at all levels of education, and they want to see educators striving to improve the teaching and learning process. His Philadelphia presentation was sponsored by the World Affairs Council of Philadelphia as part of that organization’s 60th anniversary.

