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ABSTRACT

The United States institutional accreditation model is unusual in several respects. It is able to evaluate diverse types of institutions; to enable the prestige, institutional buy-in and cost savings of peer review; and to provide the flexibility needed to change as higher education changes. Institutional accreditation in the United States is non-governmental, and its standards are set and applied by its accredited member institutions. It is intended to promote improvement as well as compliance.
Part 1 of this paper provides an overview of the U.S. system of accreditation, including descriptions of regional, specialized and national accreditation; the differences among public, private and for-profit institutions; the role of federal and state government; and the new accreditation standards most recently adopted by the Middle States Commission on Higher Education that emphasize student learning and other “outcomes” rather than resources and processes. 

Part II provides a detailed description of accreditation processes, especially the decennial “self-study” and team visit. It describes the types of reports and evaluation visits conducted by regional accreditors, the types of actions taken, and the types of reviews used to ensure that evaluation reviews are fair and consistent. 

Part III analyzes the strengths and weaknesses of the U.S. system, including a summary of key issues raised during the last year in extensive public debates within the U.S. 

The paper is written using one regional accreditor – the Middle States Commission on Higher Education (MSCHE) – as a model. A summary of accreditation standards and a list of relevant MSCHE publications are attached to the paper. 

PART I:  OVERVIEW OF THE INSTITUTIONAL ACCREDITATION SYSTEM

The goals of the American accreditation system are to assure the public that minimum standards are being met, to provide a mechanism for institutional improvement by means of suggestions from peers, to allow for a wide diversity of both public and private institutions, and to provide a self-regulating system that reduces government regulation

The Middle States Commission on Higher Education  (MSCHE) is a United States regional voluntary membership organization that grants institutional accreditation to approximately 500 degree-granting institutions of higher education in Delaware, Maryland, New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Puerto Rico, the District of Columbia, the United States Virgin Islands, and several overseas locations.  There are six such agencies in the U.S., each covering a different region.

Although the accrediting commission is a private, non-governmental organization, the U.S. government requires that most colleges and universities be accredited by a government approved accreditor so that their students can receive federal grants and loans.

Using methods of peer review adopted by the educational community, the Commission on Higher Education reviews the educational programs at an institution, as well as student services, financial condition, administrative effectiveness, and treatment of students, faculty, and staff, and areas of special importance or interest to an individual institution.  The purposes of the Commission on Higher Education are to evaluate institutions of higher education based on standards developed by the colleges and universities in its membership; to accredit those institutions that meet the standards for accreditation; to assist institutions to improve their programs and services; and to work closely with other organizations promoting educational improvement.

WHAT IS INCLUDED WITHIN ACCREDITATION?

Regional accreditors review all of an institution’s educational activities, provided that the institution grants some level of college degree. The activities of degree-granting institutions that would be covered by institutional accreditation include locations abroad, non-degree/non-credit programs, and “certificate” programs. Regional accreditation includes all of the specialized programs offered by an institution, even if they are also separately accredited by a specialized accreditor. Examples of fields with specialized accreditors are law and medicine. Under certain circumstances, some American accreditors accredit institutions abroad.  

DIFFERENT TYPES OF COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES ACCREDITED BY MSCHE

Role of Government

The current system is sometimes referred to as the "triad", in which (1) state governments license institutions to give degrees, providing a minimal level of consumer protection;  (2) the federal government provides loans only to students attending accredited institutions; and (3) the accrediting agencies monitor the quality of education through peer review.
Public vs. Private Institutions
Public: With few exceptions, such as the military and naval academies, there are no institutions directly funded by the federal government.  Instead, some institutions receive funding from the state or local community in which they are located and are therefore called "public" institutions. The tuition charged to students is generally less than that charged at private institutions.

Private non-profit: A second category of institutions are also “non-profit,” meaning that no one owns or derives profit from their operations. Except for special grants, these receive no direct government funding for normal ongoing education activities. They are funded exclusively from private sources, such as tuition and contributions from individuals or organizations. 

A small portion fall into a third category, proprietary institutions.  These are privately owned and operated for profit. Profits are distributed to the owners.  

The students of all three types of institutions may receive loans and grants from the federal government

In the MSCHE region, approximately 40% of our member institutions are public and 60% are private. 

Levels of Degrees Awarded

Institutions also vary by type, such as 2-year, usually community colleges (Associate’s Degree), liberal arts (Bachelor’s Degree), comprehensive (Master’s Degree), university (Ph.D.). Each institution may grant degrees at all levels up to its highest level degree. 

Differing Missions

There may be wide differences in institutional missions, even within the same type or level of institution. For example, some may emphasize research, others only teaching. Some may encourage community service. Some may be “open admission,” granting acceptance to all qualified applicants; others may be selective in admissions. Some may address the needs of urban students, others rural students. Some may be specifically oriented towards job preparation, while others concentrate more on a general liberal arts education. Some are dedicated to educating within a specific religion. Some were founded to advance progress in agriculture. 

It is because of these differences among American colleges and universities that regional accreditation is “mission-based.” By using peers from similar institutions, accreditors are able to judge the compliance of very different types of institutions with the same general accreditation standards.

DIFFERENT TYPES OF ACCREDITORS

1.   Regional institutional accreditors, such as MSCHE, operate within six different regions of the United States.  They accredit entire institutions.  This type of accreditation enables students at the institution to receive federal loans.
2.   Specialized accreditors review specific areas such as law or medicine.  This is often required by states for licensing and can also be used for federal student loans in certain circumstances.

3.  National accreditors usually review a specialized type of institution throughout the United States.  Examples include distance learning, liberal arts colleges, and vocationally-oriented post-secondary education. Some are based on religious faith.

BASIC PRINCIPLES OF THE U.S. ACCREDITATION SYSTEM
Mission-Based:  All regional accrediting commissions follow the same basic principles.  Their review is oriented towards the mission of each institution, but some substantive requirements, such as general education, exist for all institutions, regardless of mission.

Compliance and Improvement: The goal of accreditation is two-fold.  It assures that an institution meets minimum requirements, and it assists the institution to improve.
Who “owns” MSCHE?:  All accrediting commissions are non-governmental and are composed of the institutions they accredit.  Commissioners are elected by institutions that are accredited by the Commission, not appointed by the government. They are funded by fees from members.  Member institutions develop and adopt their own standards, and the accrediting commission itself is reviewed periodically by the federal government as part of its oversight of the federal student loan program.

WHAT ARE MIDDLE STATES ACCREDITATION STANDARDS?
Content of Standards
In general, MSCHE standards require that an institution define its mission, engage in ongoing planning that is tied to resource allocation, and have adequate finances, personnel, and other resources to carry out its purposes. In addition, each institution must offer appropriate courses and degrees for higher education, including general education, and must provide appropriate student support services and qualified faculty and administrators.  Finally, it must have in place a plan for ongoing assessment of institutional performance, especially in the area of student learning.  A summary of the standards is attached as Exhibit A. The standards, together with all explanatory materials for each standard, are posted on the website, www.msche.org in the MSCHE publication, “Characteristics of Excellence in Higher Education.”  

Principles on which the standards are based: 

The standards emphasize results instead of processes. The emphasis on student learning outcomes is greater than that on institutional resources such as physical plant and library holdings.  The standards also give institutions flexibility in areas such as governance, instead of requiring specific structures. Self-assessment, planning and improvement are essential to the ongoing growth and excellence of the institutions.

New/Changed Standards:  The 2002 version of Characteristics of Excellence included changes from previous standards. 

Student Learning: There is an explicit standard requiring definition and measurement of student learning.

Institutional Efficiency:  In addition to assessing student learning, the institution must have an institutional assessment plan. 

Information literacy is emphasized over library resources.  Whether the graduate can research and communicate is more important than the size of the library.

Institutional Resources:  Efficiency as well as effectiveness is to be considered.

Non-degree/non-credit programs: These programs are to be addressed in the self-study and by evaluation teams.

Contractual Relationships and Affiliated Providers: The standards address such contracts because of the rapid growth of new providers.

Distance/ Distributed Learning and Specialized Educational Activities: Standards recognize that "distributed learning" is more pervasive than pure "distance learning."

Role of Faculty:  The standards recognize that administrators may perform roles traditionally filled by faculty

What is public information?  The standards have several provisions for disclosure to the public.
Policies Adopted to Supplement Standards

In addition to the standards, specific policies that supplement the standards are published separately. They are also posted on the website. Examples of some important policies are:

· International: accreditation of non-U.S. institutions and review of locations operated by U.S. institutions abroad

· Substantive Change: review of substantive changes in accredited institutions (such as change of ownership, addition of new locations, granting degrees at a higher level, and rapid expansion)
· Assuring no conflicts of interest by those making accreditation decisions or recommendations

· Requirements for contracts between accredited and non-accredited institutions to offer educational services

· Good practice for accreditation

· Public communication in the accrediting process

· How to file complaints against accredited institutions

· Types of actions the Commission may take

· Appeals of the Commission’s decisions

How Are Standards Revised and Adopted?

Standards are reviewed in their entirety at least every 10 years. Individual standards are revised or added as needed. They are created by committees and task forces of institutional representatives with input from constituents at regional meetings.  The Commission approves the developing drafts as the process goes forward to a final vote by member institutions for final adoption

For its last revision of standards, MSCHE solicited public input through surveys of member institutions, students, alumni, government officials, and employers. The new standards are on our website.

TRANSFER OF CREDIT
The basic principle is that each institution decides whether to accept credit from other institutions and what credit to grant.  However, an institution may not refuse to accept credits solely on the basis of whether the transferring institution is regionally accredited. An institution must describe its transfer policies clearly, and the description must be available to prospective students.

INTERNATIONAL ACCREDITATION

Institutional accreditation includes all of the institution’s higher educational activities. Therefore, all of the following are reviewed and included with the accreditation of a U.S. institution:

· Locations abroad, whether serving U.S. or non-U.S. students

· Agreements with non-accredited entities to provide educational services abroad

In some situations, U.S. accreditors may accredit institutions located abroad, provided that they meet the same requirements applicable to domestic U.S. institutions:

· Institutions incorporated in one of the states in the U.S.

· Other institutions located abroad. This activity is offered by some regional U.S. accreditors but not others. Some specialized U.S. accreditors (engineering and business) also accredit programs abroad.

STUDENT LEARNING

Student learning has become a key focus of U.S. regional accreditation. For MSCHE, institutions are expected to define clear learning goals at the course, program, and institutional level. They should include rigorous, higher education level goals for “general education” (i.e. the core skills described in MSCHE Standard 12 below), and expertise in the major subject. These goals should be public. 

The institution may select the types of assessment measures best suited to its own mission, but it must use multiple measures in order to promote accurate results. For example, a large state university might use standardized tests created by commercial companies and provided nationally. Some states require certain types of testing at public institutions. A small, liberal arts college might prefer to rely on “qualitative” data such as individual assessment of the “portfolio” of work collected by each student that represents his work throughout college. Another popular qualitative technique is offering a “capstone” course during the last year that is intended to demonstrate integrated use of all significant skills.  Graduation rates, job placement, and similar measures are considered indirect measures of student learning, because they do not directly show what a student learned. However, they are direct measures of institutional effectiveness (Standard 7), because they reflect the success of the institution in meeting its overall goals.

The results should be analyzed and used for improvement.

Detailed information on assessing student learning is available in the “context” section of Standard 14 (“Assessment of Student Learning”) in the publication, “Characteristics of Excellence,” in the MSCHE publication, “Student Learning Assessment: Options and Resources,” and in the MSCHE publication, Assessing Student Learning and Institutional Effectiveness: Understanding Middle States Expectations.”


PART II:  PROCESS

A. Reports

A variety of reports are required from institutions.  These include:

Annual reports providing basic information on finances (including audited financial statements), enrollment, branch campuses or other locations, distance learning programs, and notification of substantive change.

Self-Study reports are required every 10 years, in preparation for the team visit and evaluation. The goal of a self-study report is for each institution to evaluate itself and develop its own plans for the future – it is not simply a “compliance” document. When an external team visits the institution, it will make suggestions about the institutions’ plans for itself, not just about compliance with Commission standards. 
The self-study report involves the whole campus and is produced over a 2-year period by a steering committee of faculty, administrators, students, trustees, and other community members. This process is described in detail below.

Follow-up reports, with or without special visits may be required.  Their key function is continuous supervision of institutions.  Currently, over 50% of our institutions are in follow-up.

The Periodic Review Report (PRR) from the institution is required to be submitted five years after the team visit.  This report explains whether the self-study goals have been met in the intervening time.  It results in an accreditation action by the Commission, but there is no team visit.

B. Decennial Self-Study Report and Team Visit

Each year, MSCHE sponsors a workshop for institutions engaged in self-study that explains the roles of the various constituencies involved in the process. The workshop and relevant Middle States publications answer the following questions:

1.   What is the goal of self-study and peer review?
What does accreditation by MSCHE mean?  After review, MSCHE certifies that an institution is

(1) guided by well-defined and appropriate goals, (2) has established conditions and procedures under which its goals can be realized, (3) is accomplishing its goals substantially, (4) can be expected to continue to accomplish its goals, and (5) meets the standards of MSCHE

Accreditation is not just a measurement of minimum standards.  It determines whether, based on self-study, the institution has defined realistic goals and is accomplishing them.  Therefore, the self-study process and team visit are at the heart of how MSCHE tailors quality review to the uniqueness of each institution.

2.  How can each institution choose its own approach to self-study?
In order for the self-study to be of maximum usefulness to the institution, MSCHE allows institutions to choose one of the following types of self-study:

1.  comprehensive, which allows the institution to review all of its operations equally

2.  comprehensive, with special emphasis, on topics that may include specific accreditation standards or issues that cut across the entire institution,  and

3.  selected topics.  This is a proposed alternate self-study model in which the institution chooses broad areas of concentration for the self-study, and other areas are reviewed for compliance with accreditation standards by reviewing existing documents.

4.  collaborative reviews, in which the institution is reviewed by MSCHE and by one or more of its specialized or programmatic accreditors or other agencies. MSCHE has been a pioneer in this type of review.

However, regardless of the self-study model chosen, every institution must satisfy MSCHE in some way that it is meeting minimum standards.

3.   How should the institution plan and organize for self-study?
The process starts two years before the visit is expected, and it is initiated by a Middle States Vice President (VP), who serves as the Middle States staff liaison to a particular institution.  The VP notifies the institution's president by letter of the upcoming review and suggests a date for his/her own visit to the institution for self-study preparation.

During this visit, the VP meets with various constituencies at the institution and explains the role of each in the self-study process.  These include the president and senior administrators, faculty, students, trustees, and (most importantly), the Steering Committee.

4.  What is the role of the Steering Committee?
The Steering Committee is appointed as soon as possible, because it has the actual responsibility of coordinating the self-study review process on campus and writing the final self-study report.  It is usually led by a chair or co-chairs appointed by the president--chief academic officers and faculty leaders are often appointed to these positions--and it should represent the total campus community.

Its role is to identify key issues, establish working groups or subcommittees, compile data from across the institution, prepare and analyze interim reports, and finally to assemble, edit, and prepare the final self-study report

Planning Questions

Our publication on self-studies, Designs for Excellence:  Handbook for Institutional Self-Study, describes in detail the types of questions that the steering committee should explore.  Some examples are:

1)
Has there been a recent review of mission?

2)
Is there a process for systematically reviewing and improving academic programs?

3) 
Have there been recent major events which have caused or might cause changes in the institution's circumstances?

Creating a Self-Study Design


The first goal of the steering committee is to create a document called the Self-Study Design, which maps out its plans for the self-study process.  Because it is one of the most important steps in the entire self-study process, the VP from the Commission staff reviews it so that any problems can be dealt with early in the process.

The complexity of the design depends on the institution.  It should address:

1)
which self-study model is being chosen, and why

2)
what specific goals the institution expects to accomplish by self-study analysis

3) 
the organizational structure of the steering committee, including the names of persons serving on it

4) 
the charges to its subcommittees.  

These charges are very important in determining the quality of the subcommittee's reports, and also the quality of the end product, the self-study report itself. Charges to subcommittees should elicit analytic, rather than descriptive responses.

The design should also address

5) outcomes assessment and how ongoing outcomes assessment activities will be woven into the fabric of the final self-study report

6) an inventory of supporting documents 

7) a timetable of events with deadlines for receiving drafts from the subcommittees

8) a section devoted to editorial format to guide the subcommittees in their writing.

Submitting the Design
The VP for the institution reviews the design, makes suggestions for improvements, and uses it to select a team chair and team members.

What should the self-study report include and how should it be written?
The self-study must, in some way, address all of the Commission's accreditation standards. It should serve as a point of departure for the work of the Commission staff, the team chair and team members, and the Commission itself.  However, because each institution is governed by its own mission and goals, all of the accreditation criteria do not apply in equal proportion to all institutions.

The self-study is intended to help the institution say to itself what it is about, where it wants to go, whether it is succeeding, and what its plans are to improve.  It should be honest, analytic, and realistic, not just a public relations piece.  Brevity with substance is the objective.  It should not exceed a length that busy people can reasonably be expected to read and study.  Therefore, MSCHE sets a limit of 100 single-spaced pages, including an executive summary.

How is the team chair selected?
The Commission's staff proposes a chair, usually the president of an institution comparable to the institution to be visited.  The institution can suggest or reject a chair in certain cases, but the final decision is the Commission's.

What is the purpose of the chair's preliminary visit to the institution?
This occurs at least 3 months prior to the team visit and includes meetings with the president, the steering committee and others to discuss progress to date on the self-study, the team roster, and logistic arrangements for the visit, such as accommodations.

How is the visiting team selected?

Based on information in the self-study design, Commission staff select and propose to the institution a list of team members.  The institution can reject members for certain reasons, but again, the final decision is the Commission's.   Teams are usually composed of approximately seven members from states other than that of the state of the institution being visited and typically include (1) an expert on outcomes assessment who has been specially trained by MSCHE, (2) a finance officer, and (3) faculty members and administrators with special expertise pertinent to the institution's self-study

The Commission maintains a database of 4000 evaluators for service on teams.  Other than a very small honorarium, they receive no payment. Their travel and lodging expenses are paid for by the institution being visited.

Team Preparation
The institution mails to team members the self-study and supporting documents approximately six weeks before the visit.  The Commission staff forwards relevant Commission publications and other materials to the team members at the same time.

The team chair assigns each team member to one or more substantive areas to review and report on during the visit.  

The Team Visit               

The team arrives on Sunday and dines with representatives of the institution (including members of the board of trustees) and meets to discuss issues and deployment of members.  

On Monday, members go to pre-arranged interviews with members of the community in the areas they have been assigned to cover.  The team chair meets with the president at least twice during the visit.  On Monday night, members meet to share their impressions of the institution, determine whether additional appointments should be set up for Tuesday, and begin drafting their sections of the report. 

On Tuesday, the interviews are concluded.  There may also be an open meeting in which any member of the institution's community not previously scheduled to be interviewed may meet with the team.  On Tuesday night the team has an extensive meeting to make final decisions on what actions to recommend and what actions to require.  Each member finishes his part of the report and submits it to the chair by early Wednesday morning.

On Wednesday, the chair and team give an oral report of their findings.  They do not discuss 

their recommendations for Commission action, because these recommendations are subject to 

review by the Commission before final action.


C. AFTER THE VISIT

The Chair drafts the written report and sends it to the institution for correction of factual errors.  The final report (corrected for factual errors) is sent to the institution for comment, which the institution provides in the form of a written response.  

The team report, the institutional response, and the confidential "Chair's Brief" (recommendations) are submitted to the Commission's Committee on Evaluation Team Reports. The Chair meets in person with this committee to discuss his recommendations, after which the Committee on Evaluation Reports makes a recommendation to the full Commission. 

The full Commission meets and may discuss the case at length, if it wishes. It then decides upon a formal , final accreditation action.

Types of Actions
The Commission may vote to adopt any of the following actions:


reaffirmation of accreditation without conditions

reaffirmation of accreditation, with a request for a follow-up report

reaffirmation of accreditation, with a request for a follow-up report, to be followed by a special visit

deferment of a decision on accreditation

warning an institution that its accreditation may be in jeopardy

placing an institution on probation

to require an institution to show cause, within a limited period, as to why its accreditation should not be removed

to remove an institution from the list of accredited institutions.

The institution is notified in writing of the Commission's action, along with a draft Statement of Accreditation Status (SAS) for its review.  This SAS provides descriptive information about the institution and summarizes its recent accreditation history, including the most recent action.  The institution may offer corrections only to the descriptive information on the form, not to the accreditation actions.  The SAS is then made available to all members of the public.  

If it is a first-time accreditation action, the institution will then be listed as accredited in the MSCHE directory of members on our website.

Finally, the institution is directed to share its self-study and evaluation team report with its community.

Next Steps
If no follow-up report or visit is required, the next accreditation review will be a written progress report in the formal Periodic Review Report (PRR), five years after the date of the team visit.

It will also continue to make annual reports via the Annual Institutional Profile (AIP) and reports of substantive change, if necessary.

FAIR PROCESSES AFFORDED TO INSTITUTIONS
Each institution has several types of protections before the Commission makes a final decision:

· It hears an oral report of the team(s findings (but not its recommended action) on the last day of the team visit.

· It has an opportunity to respond in writing to the substance of the team(s written report and to supply additional information.

· Its self-study, the team(s report, the institution(s response, and the chair(s recommendation to the Commission are read by a Commissioner.

· The Commission(s Committee on Evaluation Reports meets with the team chair, the Commissioner reader, discusses the team(s recommendation, and makes its own recommendation to the Commission.

· If the situation is unusual or difficult, the item is flagged for special discussion by the entire Commission.

· If there are problems at the institution, it has opportunities to correct them and to assure the Commission that problems have been corrected by submitting reports and/or hosting visits.  The reports from the institution and visitors are considered by a special subcommittee of Commissioners.

· Before an institution loses accreditation, it is placed in (show cause( status, which allows it to submit any evidence it wishes to indicate to show why its accreditation should not be removed. 

· The Commission may rescind a negative action previously taken.

Because there are so many actions that can be taken to encourage an institution to improve before it loses accreditation, removal of accreditation is rare.

However, if the Commission votes to remove accreditation, the institution may file a request for appeal within 30 days of the decision.  The accreditation status of the institution remains in effect until the completion of the appeals process.

To win on appeal, the institution must demonstrate by (clear and convincing( evidence that the Commission erred in issuing its decision.  New evidence may be submitted showing substantially changed circumstances that, if presented to the Commission, may reasonably have resulted in a different accreditation action. The institution has the right to appear before the panel, and both the institution and the Commission may be represented by lawyers.

III.  Analysis of the System

STRENGTHS OF THE SYSTEM
Because it is mission-based, accreditation promotes a diversity of institutions and provides cross-fertilization among institutions through teams, meetings, and task forces. It also creates communication within a given institution during self-study and other accreditation activities by creating a series of committees and subcommittees.

Accreditation is less expensive than using full-time salaried government or other employees. Peer reviewers volunteer their time for visiting teams, as well as for service on task forces, governing bodies, and other committees. 

Experts in many fields volunteer services. The MSCHE database includes 4,000 peer reviewers.

Accreditation allows flexibility to address new issues such as distance/distributed learning and allows institutions to chose the areas it wants to explore in detail during its self-study.

Accreditation reduces government bureaucracy and restrictions, while assuring quality education.  The main function of the federal government is disbursing and monitoring student loans and grants.  The federal government relies on accreditors to assure quality.  

Accreditation assures reporting to the public of accreditation status, including follow-up actions and adverse actions.

The system of follow-up actions allows continuous monitoring as needed.

Accreditation emphasizes results over resources and allows qualitative as well as quantitative measures of performance.  It also promotes continuous planning.

Finally, accreditation gives flexibility to include new types of institutions and providers--virtual, corporate, multi-campus, etc.--and can include private as well as public institutions.

There is no easy alternative. Each of the fifty states within the United States uses different measures.

AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT
Because of the number of specialized accreditors of programs in many fields, there is possible duplication of activities among specialized and institutional accreditors, as well as possible duplication between state agencies and accreditors.  MSCHE has recently adopted a system for collaborative reviews among institutional and specialized accreditors to address this problem.

There is some variation of accreditation standards and processes within the U.S. because of the existence of eight regional accrediting commissions, although all share the same basic approach.

The cost to an institution in terms of time and personnel to conduct the 2-year self-study process can be higher than the cost of compiling and reporting only statistics.  However, the self-study promotes institutional goal-setting and self-assessment that is helpful to the institution, regardless of accreditation.

The public does not always understand why institutions rarely lose accreditation (i.e., because there is an extensive system of monitoring and improving institutions before serious problems arise).  Numerical ratings and rankings of accredited institutions based on standardized requirements would be simpler to understand, but would interfere with the diversity of institutional goals and would not appropriately reflect varied institutional accomplishments.

A peer review process may not appear to be impartial.  In practice, this does not seem to be a problem because of the professionalism and training of the reviewers.

OPEN QUESTIONS

The U.S. Secretary of Education convened a task force and issued regulations that sparked debate on many issues. As of the date of this paper, the U.S. Congress has not passed legislation changing the current system, and it is unlikely to make major changes. Some of the controversial issues that have been raised include:

· Should accreditation be national? (i.e. one agency instead of several)

· Should there continue to exist over 40 specialized/professional accreditors?

· Should accreditation be federal? I(i.e. run by the government)

· Should there be standardized tests for the learning of every college graduate?

· Are measures such as graduation rates appropriate indicators of student learning?

· Should there be measures applied to all institutions so that they can be compared?

· Should institutions be ranked?

· What is the responsibility of colleges to prepare/place graduates in jobs?

· Are the components of “general education” obsolete?

· Should the complete text of self-studies prepared by institutions and reports prepared by teams be publicly available? Would that inhibit the goal of encouraging institutions to share problems? Currently, accreditation decisions are public.

Accreditors themselves are engaged in “self-study” leading to improvement. Some issues include:

· How should accreditation that is geared to institutions grapple with the issue of students who transfer between institutions? Are there privacy concerns if individual students are tracked?

· Should standards and policies be changed?

· How can standards be made clearer/easier for institutions to apply? What types of additional support should be provided for institutions?

· Can recruiting and training of evaluators be improved?

· Can assessment of student learning be simplified?

· Could accreditation decisions be more fair and consistent?

· Should U.S. regional accreditation be extended to foreign institutions?  To non-degree granting institutions?  To consortia of colleges?

These are only a few of the issues being discussed. Of course, the subtleties and implications of each are complex. 

One conclusion is clear. Accreditation in the U.S. has “reinvented” itself many times over its history of over 100 years. It has proved itself to be flexible and responsive to changing times and public needs. Regional accreditors meet frequently and cooperate in several areas to ensure that accreditation will continue to lead quality assurance in higher education.


 PUBLICATIONS BY MSCHE
MSCHE publishes several publications, many of which are reproduced in their entirety on the website.  

Publications include:

Characteristics of Excellence in Higher Education, Eligibility Requirements and Standards for Accreditation
Self-Study: Creating a Useful Process and Report
Team Visits: Conducting and Hosting an Evaluation Visit
Student Learning Assessment: Options and Resources
Advancing Student Learning and Institutional Effectiveness: Understanding Middle States Expectations 

Developing Research and Communications Skills: Guidelines for Information Literacy in the Curriculum

Developing Research and Communications Skills: Guidelines for Information Literacy in the Curriculum: Executive Summary

Candidacy:  Handbook for Applicants and Candidates for Accreditation

Handbook for Periodic Review Reports
Handbook for Collaborative Reviews
Distance Learning Programs:  Interregional Guidelines for Electronically Offered Degree and Certificate Programs
"Substantive Change" (Policy Statement)

"Range of Actions in Accreditation" (Policy Statement)

Collaborative Evaluations by Regional and Specialized Accrediting Agencies 


Appendix A

Middle States Commission on Higher Education
Characteristics of Excellence in Higher Education:

Eligibility Requirements and Standards for Accreditation
( 2002, Copyright by the Middle States Commission on Higher Education
Standards at a Glance
Institutional Context
Standard 1: Mission and Goals

The institution’s mission clearly defines its purpose within the context of higher education and explains whom the institution serves and what it intends to accomplish. The institution’s stated goals, consistent with the aspirations and expectations of higher education, clearly specify how the institution will fulfill its mission. The mission and goals are developed and recognized by the institution with its members and its governing body and are utilized to develop and shape its programs and practices and to evaluate its effectiveness. 

Standard 2: Planning, Resource Allocation, and Institutional Renewal
An institution conducts ongoing planning and resource allocation based on its mission and goals, develops objectives to achieve them, and utilizes the results of its assessment activities for institutional renewal. Implementation and subsequent evaluation of the success of the strategic plan and resource allocation support the development and change necessary to improve and to maintain institutional quality.

Standard 3: Institutional Resources
The human, financial, technical, physical facilities, and other resources necessary to achieve an institution’s mission and goals are available and accessible. In the context of the institution’s mission, the effective and efficient uses of the institution’s resources are analyzed as part of ongoing outcomes assessment.

Standard 4: Leadership and Governance
The institution’s system of governance clearly defines the roles of institutional constituencies in policy development and decision‑making. 
The governance structure includes an active governing body with sufficient autonomy to assure institutional integrity and to fulfill its responsibilities of policy and resource development, consistent with the mission of the institution.

Standard 5: Administration
The institution’s administrative structure and services facilitate learning and research/ scholarship, foster quality improvement, and support the institution(s organization and governance.

Standard 6: Integrity
In the conduct of its programs and activities involving the public and the constituencies it serves, the institution demonstrates adherence to ethical standards and its own stated policies, providing support to academic and intellectual freedom.

Standard 7: Institutional Assessment
The institution has developed and implemented an assessment process that evaluates its overall effectiveness in achieving its mission and goals and its compliance with accreditation standards.

Educational Effectiveness
Standard 8: Student Admissions and Retention

The institution seeks to admit students whose interests, goals, and abilities are congruent with its mission and retains them through the pursuit of the students( educational goals

Standard 9: Student Support Services
The institution provides student support services reasonably necessary to enable each student to achieve the institution(s goals for students.

Standard 10: Faculty
The institution’s instructional, research, and service programs are devised, developed, monitored, and supported by qualified professionals.

Standard 11: Educational Offerings
The institution’s educational offerings display academic content, rigor, and coherence that are appropriate to its higher education mission. The institution identifies student learning goals and objectives, including k14nowledge and skills, for its educational offerings. 

Standard 12: General Education
The institution’s curricula are designed so that students acquire and demonstrate college‑level proficiency in general education and essential skills, including oral and written communication, scientific and quantitative reasoning, critical analysis and reasoning, technological competency, and information literacy.

Standard 13: Related Educational Activities
Institutional programs or activities that are characterized by particular content, focus, location, mode of delivery, or sponsorship meet appropriate standards.

Standard 14: Assessment of Student Learning
Assessment of student learning demonstrates that, at graduation, or other appropriate points, the institution’s students have knowledge, skills, and competencies consistent with institutional and appropriate higher education goals.
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