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sa HIGHER LEARNING COMMISSION

PROCESSES FOR REAFFIRMATION OF
ACCREDITATION

Policy Change Approved on First Reading

The Higher Learning Commission (HLC) Board of Trustees (“the Board”) approved this policy on first

reading at its meeting on November 4-5, 2021.

Background

The proposed policy changes would reorganize, consolidate and clarify policies related to processes for
Reaffirmation of Accreditation. The changes would also codify certain HLC practices already associated with

the review of the Criteria for Accreditation within the Standard and Open Pathways.

Three significant proposed revisions relate to what reaffirmation of accreditation represents. HLC policy
currently states that reaffirmation signifies that the institution continues to meet the Criteria for
Accreditation, the Assumed Practices and the Federal Compliance Requirements. The first proposed revision
would redefine reaffirmation to mean that the institution may retain its accreditation and, separately, that
HLC has confirmed the institution continues to have legal authority to offer degrees. This shift is significant
for purposes of both institutions” and the public’s understanding of what reaffirmation of accreditation

represents.

The revised meaning of reaffirmation would require that the maximum timeframe for reaffirmation be
extended to accommodate the maximum timeframe for continuous noncompliance with HLC’s Criteria for
Accreditation. Thus, the second proposed revision would extend the maximum timeframe for reaffirmation
from 11 to 13 years. Finally, the third revision would create a standalone policy that describes the key aspects

of evaluative activities required of all institutions.
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Comments Invited

HLC invites comments on this change before the Board takes final action at its meeting on February 24-25,
2022 Comments can be sent to policycomments@hlcommission.org. Comments are due by February 7,

2022.

Proposed Change
Wording that was deleted or revised is shown as strikethrough (eld-wetding); new language, whether through

addition or revision, is shown in bold (new wording). Wording that was moved is shown with a double

underline in its new location (moved to) and a double strikethrough in its previous location (seved-fresm).

Policy Title: Substantive Requirements for Reaffirmation of Accreditation
Number: INST.C.10.010

Each institution shall have its accreditation reaffirmed by formal action of HLC according to its decision-

making policies. The basis for reaffirmation shall be evidenee-that-the-institutiontneets-the-Criteriafor
Acereditation-and-Hederal Compliance Requirements HLC's determination that the institution may retain
its accreditation and has legal authority to operate as an institution of higher education. Reaffirmation
Cyele Generally, Rreaffirmation shall occur not more than ten years from the date of the last formal HLC
action reaffirming accreditations. fFor an institution that received initial accreditation after its most recent
comprehensive evaluation, reaffirmation shall occur not more than four years after the initial accreditation
action. For an institution that was removed from probation or show-cause, reaffirmation shall occur no
more than four years after probation or show-cause is removed, except that institutions that should have
been reaffirmed in year ten of their cycle but were found out of compliance instead will first be reaffirmed
upon removal of probation or show-cause. Should the reaffirmation action take place in the spring or fall
following the required date for reaffirmation, such action shall be considered to have met the requirements of
this policy provided that the evaluation visit takes place no later than ten, or, where applicable, four, years

from the date of the last reaffirmation action.

The cycle for reaffirmation may be fess fewer than ten years for institutions that pastieipate-in-ot are assighed
required by HLC to precesses-thatrequire participate in more frequent comprehensive evaluations for

reaffirmation of accreditation.
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An institution may file a formal request for an extension of its reaffirmation process, provided that it has
articulates a compelling reason for seeking such extension and it is not #ader on sanction, ef under a show-

cause order with, or pending withdrawal by, HLC or any other recognized accrediting agency.

An institution must file such & an extension request with sufficient time for a decision to be made prior to the

expiration-of an-institution’s-eurrent reatfirmationperiod conclusion of the academic year in which the

reaffirmation was scheduled.

proeesses: The extension shall be no more than one year beyond the institution’s regular cycle as established

by the terms of the reaffirmation process in which it participates. The maximum cycle permitted under this

policy is eleven{11) thirteen (13) years.
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Policy Number Key

Section INST: Institutional Processes
Chapter C: Process for Reaffirmation of Accreditation

Part 10: Substantive Requirements for Reaffirmation of Accreditation

Last Revised: November 2018

First Adopted: June 2012

Revision History: November 2012, November 2018

Notes: Policies combined November 2012 - 1A.1.1, 1A1.2, IA.1.3, 1A.1.4, 1A.1.5, 1A.1.6, 1A.1.7. In
February 2021, references to the Higher Learning Commission as “the Commission” were replaced with the
term “HLC.”

Related Policies: INST.C.10.005 Pathways and Related Process Requirements
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Policy Title: Pathways and Related Process Requirements forEach-Pathway
Number: INST.C.10.620005

Pathways Overview

HLC offers multiple accreditation pathways, each of which is defined by a distinct schedule and series of
evaluative activities for its institutions. Nevertheless, all pathways are framed around the Criteria for
Accreditation as their evaluative basis. HLC may design and_approve ether additional pathways at any time
with advance notice to its membership of any associated entrance requirements. Each pathway shall inelude
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pathway allows an participating institutions to fulfill the procedural requirements necessary to maintain

accreditation.

Institutions notvetaceredited by HEC aswell as Candidate institutions and_accredited institutions that are
on probation, under a show-cause order, or pending withdrawal action shall not participate in any pathway

Considerations in Determining Initial Pathway Assignments and Subsequent Changes

HLC shall i i weigh multiple considerations in determining an

initial_pathway assignment appropriate for each institution_in relation to the history of the_institution’s

history accreditation relationship_with HL.C. These requirementsshall discretionary considerations include
the length and record of i€s-the institution's_accreditation relationship_with HLC, aswell as-suehfactorsas

which could include interim monitoring, frequency of substantive change and change of control requests,
sanctions, show-cause orders, adverse actions, and any other information HLC deems relevant.

In-additienr Moreover, HLC may exercise discretion in determining an appropriate pathway for an

institutions based on the distinct needs and contributions of various institutional missions, models and

approaches within higher education.

" Please note this policy will be renumbered so that it is the first policy in HLC’s Policy Book to address the Pathways for
Reaffirmation of Accreditation, followed by INST.C.10.010 - Substantive Requirements for Reaffirmation of Accreditation. That
new sequence is not reflected in this resolution to maintain visibility of all proposed changes.
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The_ HLC Board of Trustees or the Institutional Actions Council_may at its discretion move an institution

from enePathwayto-aneother any pathway to the Standard Pathway at any time during its accreditation
cycleif: (1) the institution fails to fulfill the requirements of its Pathway, (2) serious concerns arise about the
institution’s capacity to continue to meet the Criteria for Accreditation or the Federal Compliance

Requirements, or Assumed Practices or_(3) the institution needs to be monitored more closely through the
processes of the Standard Pathway for any reason, including but not limited to a recent Change of Control,

Structure or Organization,

Due Process Requirements Related to Pathway Assignments

A decision renewing an institution’s assignment to a pathway or determining an institution’s eligibility for a
different Qathwag shall always take place at reaffirmation of accreditation and may not_take place at other

peliey unless otherwise permitted by these

shall be & made by_formal decision gﬁ of the Board of Trustees or Institutional
Actions Council as applicable_and shall be subject to all HL.C requirements related to the pathway as well as

to HLC’s decision-making process. Such decisions shall afse indicate the date-of the nextAssurance Review of
academic year of the next comprehensive evaluation for reaffirmation of accreditation_and-the-insticution’s

placement in the institution's accreditation_cycle for that pathway.

An institution shall receive notice of a+ecommended any recommendation for pathway assignment or change

prior to the formal decision placing iton & Oﬂasuchww

¢ Except for_pathways
assignments or changes made at the discretion of the Board of Trustees related-to-sanetion-orotheractions

assicned-to-the Board, the institution shall have an oggortunltg to respond to such recommendations prior to
the assignment decision being made i . After a pathway assignment has
been made, it is not subject to additional review or change enly except at the discretion of HLC.

Standard Pathway

An All institutions on the Standard Pathway shall participate in a ten-year accreditation cycle. A Standard
Pathway institution shall undergo a comprehensive evaluation in years four and ten of each accreditation
cycle. Such an institution shall have its accreditation reaffirmed every-ten-years-exceptforaninsticutionthat
has once during each accreditation cycle, concurrent with its comprehensive evaluation in year ten, unless it

received initial accreditation, was removed from probation, or was removed from show-cause after its most

recent comprehensive evaluation. Subsequentto-initial acereditation; reathirmationshall occur not-morethan
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An institution placed on the Standard Pathway as a result of being granted initial accreditation shall have

its accreditation reaffirmed twice during its initial ten-year accreditation cycle, concurrent with its
comprehensive evaluations in years four and ten. An institution that gained its accreditation through the
accelerated initial accreditation process may choose a different pathway following its reaffirmation of

accreditation in year four of its initial ten-year accreditation cycle.

An institution placed on the Standard Pathway after being removed from probation or show-cause shall
have its accreditation reaffirmed twice during its subsequent accreditation cycle, concurrent with

comprehensive evaluations in years four and ten.

Subsequent to reaffirmation in year ten, an HLC decision-making body will alse either renew the

institution’s assignment to the Standard Pathway, e+ declare it eligible to choose another Pathway or, in the

case of an institution placed on probation or subject to a Show-Cause Order, remove such institution from

Any institution on the Standard Pathway that is declared eligible to choose another Pathway may meve-te
select that pathway subsequent to reaffirmation provided it files a letter of acceptance within a limited
timeframe as required by the requirements of the pathway being sought. Fhe Such institution may also choose

to remain on the Standard Pathway.

Process Elements Requirements Specific to the Standard Pathway

An institution on the Standard Pathway shall demonstrate institutional improvement through an approach
integrated with and focused on the Criteria for Accreditation. In addition, an institution on the Standard
Pathway shall demonstrate that it has made taken specific steps to make reasonable progress in resolving any
concerns resulting from the previous comprehensive evaluation or raised by HLC during the period between

evaluations.
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Open Pathway

All institutions on the Open Pathway shall participate in a ten-year accreditation cycle. An institution on
the Open Pathway shall undergo a virtual Assurance Review in year four and an on-site comprehensive
evaluation in year ten of each accreditation cycle. Such an institution shall have its accreditation reaffirmed

once every ten years, concurrent with its comprehensive evaluation in year ten.

Reaffirmation shall be contingent on the institution having undergone an Assurance Review in year four of

the accreditation cycle and a comprehensive evaluation in year ten of the cycle through processes that assure

the higher education community and the public that the institution eentintesto-meetthe-Criteriafor
Acereditation-and-the Federal Compliance Requirements; remains accredited and demenstrates a exhibits

significant momentum and focus on continuing improvement through the completion of a Quality

Initiative.

At reaffirmation, HLC will determine whether to renew the institution’s ehglblhty £ef—t—h%@-peﬂ to choose its

Pathway

Process Elements Requirements Specific to the Open Pathway

Quality Initiative Proposal. After year four and prior to year ten of its accreditation cycle Aan institution

on the Open Pathway shall conduct a eq : 0 seq i ] : : Quality
Initiative through which it demonstrates an ongoing commitment to improving its quality. The institution
shall seleetatopieforthe submit a Quality Initiative Proposal that shall be reviewed and approved by a panel
of HLC Ppeer Rreviewers.

Review-of the Quality Initiative Report. The institution shall eempile submit a Quality Initiative £Report
explaining the results of the initiative and shall, no later than the end of year nine of its reathrmation
accreditation cycle, submit it the Report to HLC for review. A panel of Ppeer Rreviewers shall review the
Qualiey Initiative Report. The panel shall determine whether the institution has met ¢he-stated certain
expectations for the Quality Initiative and provide a recommendation. The-panel-will completeaform
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The form panel's determination will be sent with the written report resulting from the comprehensive
evaluation in-yearten for reaffirmation of accreditation to the Insticutional Aetions Couneilappropriate

decision-making body.
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Policy Number Key

Section INST: Institutional Processes
Chapter C: Process for Reaffirmation of Accreditation

Part 10: Substantive Requirements for Reaffirmation of Accreditation

Last Revised: November 2018

First Adopted: June 2012

Revision History: November 2012, June 2014, November 2018

Notes: Policies combined in November 2012 - 1A.2.1, 1A.2.2, 1A.2.3, 1A.2.4, 1A.2.5. In February 2021,

»

references to the Higher Learning Commission as “the Commission” were replaced with the term “HLC.
Related Policies: COMM.B.10.010 Staff Role and Responsibility, INST.C.10.010 Substantive
Requirements for Reaffirmation of Accreditation, INST.B.20.032 Accelerated Process for Initial
Accreditation, INST.E.20.010 Probation, INST.E.30.010 Show-Cause (Procedural Order)
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Policy Title: Process Requirements Leading to HLC Action fer-Reaffirmation
Following Reviews of the Criteria for Accreditation
Number: INST.C.10.030

Recommendations ArisingFrom-Pathwaysfor-Reatfirmation-for HLC Action Based on

Reviews of the Criteria for Accreditation

The team of HLC Ppeer Rreviewers conducting eithera-comprehensive-evaluationorAssurance Review a

review of the Ciriteria for Accreditation, whether in the Standard Pathway or the Open Pathway shall, in its
written report make a recommendation for HLC action te-complete-thereview, except after a mid-cycle
Assurance Review in the Open Pathway wherein all Criteria for Accreditation have been satisfied without

any need for monitoring.

Forcomprehensive-evaluations In all other cases, the team shall recommend whether to reaffirm continue the
institution’s accreditation and whetherto-require may, based on its evaluation of the evidence, indicate

whether routine interim momtormg—&ﬂ&eeéed—as—&v&ﬂ-&bl%e&ehﬁﬂse&&&eﬂ—s—padﬁay is warranted under
HLC policy.

The team may also recommend that evidence warrants the imposition of a sanction, the issuance of a Show-

Cause Order, or withdrawal of accreditation.

In exceptional circumstances, a team may extend the mid-cycle Assurance Review in Year 4 to require a visit
to explore uncertainties in the evidence that cannot be resolved at a distance. If the Year 4 review team calls
for such a visit, the team conveys to the institution the reasons for the required visit, including any
additional evidence required, and identifies any individuals or groups with which the team will meet during

the visit.

These resulting recommendations, along with ¢he each team’s written report and the institution's responses,

shall be forwarded to an HLC decision-making body for review and action.

Recommendations for HLC Action for Reaffirmation of Accreditation

Similarly, the team conducting a comprehensive evaluation for reaffirmation of accreditation shall in its
written report make a recommendation for HLC action. The team shall reccommend whether to reaffirm
the institution’s accreditation and, based on its evaluation of the evidence, may indicate whether routine

interim monitoring is warranted under HLC policy. The team may also determine that, while the
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institution's accreditation should be reaffirmed based on a determination that the institution should retain
its accreditation and will have legal authority to operate as an institution of higher education, the
imposition of a sanction or issuance of a Show-Cause Order is warranted. Finally, the team may
recommend that an institution's accreditation not be reaffirmed but rather, that probation be imposed, a

Show-Cause Order be issued or that accreditation be withdrawn.

Policy Number Key

Section INST: Institutional Processes
Chapter C: Process for Reaffirmation of Accreditation

Part 10: Substantive Requirements for Reaffirmation of Accreditation

Last Revised: June 2020

First Adopted: June 2012

Revision History: June 2014, November 2018, June 2020

Notes: Policies combined November 2012 — 1A.3.1, 1A.3.2. In February 2021, references to the Higher

Learning Commission as “the Commission” were replaced with the term “HLC.”

Related Policies:
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Policy Title: tastitutional Datafor HLC Feams-Evaluative Activities
Applicable to All Institutions
Number: INST.C.20.010

Assurance Review.

Reviews that-has have the following components:

e Assurance Filing prepared by the institution;

* Review conducted by theAssurance Review team-composed-of HLC Ppeer Rreviewers appointed by
HLC staff in accordance with team selection procedures; such review shall include analysis of the
Assurance Filing as well as of information from any on-site visit conducted to institutions on the
Standard Pathway or to institutions on the Open Pathway in yearten-erin year four where specifically

required and in year ten by-the-Assurance Review-team;
o  Written report prepared by the Assurance Reviewteam peer reviewers_that outlines the team’s

ﬁndlngs related to whether_the institution’s % meets the Criteria for Accreditation and
e TheAll Assurance Reviews foran-institutions-with-distance orcorrespondenceedueation- shall
include a-specifie foeuson-these formsof delivery attention to the institution's responsibility for

assuring the quality of its academic offerings, regardless of location, modality and involvement of

third parties.

Assurance Filing. The Assurance Filing shall be housed on HLC’s web-based platform, known as the
Assurance System, and composed of the following parts: (1) information submitted by the institution to
document evidence of meeting, and of any institutional improvement related to, the Criteria for
Accreditation, which shall consist of an Assurance Arguments hyperlinking specific evidence contained in an

Evidence File, and any addenda required by the evaluation team or HLC staff to the above information; and
(2) information to be_supplied by HLC related to the institution's accreditation relationship since its most

recent comprehensive evaluation,_including but not limited to: summary-datafrem the institution’s recent
Institutional Updates, records related to prior HLC evaluations wisits, official actions and official

correspondence, publie any third-party_comments received in anticipation of the evaluation, and the results

of HLC-sponsored student surveys excluding Personally Identifiable Information (PII) 5; and (3) other

information HLC deems appropriate, including but not limited to, complaints requiring further review,
and any ether information received by HLC deemsappropriate-from any other recognized accreditor or U.S.

government or state higher education agency,
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For comprehensive evaluations for reaffirmation of accreditation, the Assurance Filing shall also address the

team-shall-alse-wisit to_the institution’s main campus and other institutional locations as determined by HLC
based on its HLC policies and procedures. For institutions that offer only distance or correspondence
education, the team shall conduct its on-site visit to the institution’s administrative offices but may include
other institutional locations, if any, in the on-site visit. The Presidentof HEC shall determine whetherthe

n-or-otherH Mmermba oraBan N e ed +to an A nce R evie
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Thelength-of thevisit shall be-oneand-enehalf-days-but HLC will establish general parameters for the
direction of its visits but may lengthen or shorten the any particular visit with advance notice to an

institution_or require that team members conduct additional on-site visits to the institution’s facilities to
examine specific issues.

In a comprehensive evaluation, the team’s report will include any findings from the on-site visit, the multi-
campus evaluation, if applicable, and the review of compliance with Federal Compliance Requirements, if
applicable.

Other Visits. When HLC is conducting an Assurance Review for an institution in year 4 of the Open
Pathway, an on-site visit will not be required; however, a team may call for an on-site visit to gather additional
infermation evidence not available electronically or to conduct further review of specific issues arising from
the Assurance Review. In addition, if the team is considering recommending a sanction, the issuance of a

Show-Cause Order_or withdrawal of accreditation, it must call for an on-site visit to validate its findings

prior to any such recommendation being made,

Multi-Campus Evaluation. When an institution that has smultiple one or more branch campuses undergoes a
comprehensive evaluation, HLC will send one or more HLC Ppeer Rreviewers to visit the institution’s branch
campuses. The Ppeer Rreviewer may, but is not required to, be a member of the Assurance Review
comprehensive evaluation team. Such branch campus visits may precede or follow HLC’s comprehensive
evaluation visit to the institution’s main campus. HLC will determine the campuses to be included in the
branch campus visit, but the focus of the visit will be on branch campuses not recently visited by HLC. The
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Ppeer Rreviewer visiting the branch campus will eemplete-atformeutining provide a summary of findings
arising from the visit. The-purpose-of ¢ This form summary shall bete inform the comprehensive evaluation
team regarding the quality of the institution’s branch campuses. ThePeerReviewerwill make no-formal

Prior to any on-site visit, HLC will provide the peer review team with a record of the institutional indicators

that have been submitted by the institution ever-the-yeats since the last on-site visit as well as its recent

history of monitoring, if any.

survey-administered-to-students by HECIn addition, HLC will forward to the team and the institution, any

Institutional Responses to Recommendations Arisi

Reaffirmation

An institution shall have the opportunity to provide a written response to the weitten team report of for a
comprehensive evaluation or Assurance Review following HLC policies for the provision of institutional

institution shall have at least two weeks to prepare and submit an institutional response to the team report
prior to review and action through HLC’s decision-making processes.

Policy Number Key

Section INST: Institutional Processes
Chapter C: Process for Reaffirmation of Accreditation

Part 20: Institutional Data

Last Revised: November 2018

First Adopted:

Revision History: February 2014, June 2014, November 2018

Notes: Former policy number 1.3(d). In February 2021, references to the Higher Learning Commission as

“the Commission” were replaced with the term “HLC.”
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Related Policies: INST.F.10.010 Routine Monitoring & Data Collection, COMM.A.10.030 Complaints
and Other Information regarding Member Institutions, COMM.C.10.020 Relation With Other
Recognized Accrediting Agencies, COMM.C.10.030, Relation With the U.S. Government, State Higher
Education Agencies and Other State Offices
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