I attended the ASCCC Institute on Accreditation January 25-28, 2008 in Pasadena, CA. 

Overall Impressions
Accreditation is a culture of evidence, a sea of data. I had heard these words before, but had never fathomed the depths to which data and evidence are expected and required. I knew the accreditation self study was a big job, but I had not imagined the enormity of the data collection phase of the effort. Just like we require our students to demonstrate in an evaluable or measureable way that they have earned a particular grade, we must use evidence to show how well we are achieving what we set out to do. The good news is that nobody is telling us who our audience is, what they should be learning, or how we should be doing it. The accrediting agency only requires that we self-determine who we want to be and where we want to go (via our Mission Statement), and then demonstrate our progress down that self-determined course.
An overall tone was the notion that the accreditation self-study is the opportunity to engage in a healthy, self-reflective activity. The most important audience for the accreditation self-study may very well not be the visiting team or accrediting agency, but rather ourselves, our stakeholders, and the general public concerned about higher education in the Monterey area.

Another theme was that there is no “one” or “right” way to complete an accreditation self-study. Self-studies are as diverse as the institutions themselves. It would be hard to preserve diversity of thought and diversity of institutional philosophy if there were only one way to complete the self-study. Rather, the effort of figuring out how to address the standards is an integral part of the self-reflection that the self-study is designed to motivate. As a result, there were few concrete examples of how institutions have addressed the various standards. It turned out that this was one of my critiques of the institute: without concrete examples, it was difficult to put some of the more generalized sessions into context.
Perhaps the most basic goal of accreditation is for the members of an academic institution to come to agree on the competencies students must develop and then develop a culture of evidence to show that the students are achieving these competencies and that the institution is making decisions and allocating resources in support of student achieving these competencies. There was an emphasis on moving away from strict compliance and towards having the dialog about how we do the things we do and why we do it that way.

The institute was organized with general sessions on accreditation in general and breakouts concerning the various standards. On Friday, Barbara Beno, president of our accrediting agency ACCJC, appeared along with Janet Fulk, chair of the ASCCC committee on Accreditation and SLOs, to explain some of the forces influencing the ACCJC today.
Why Accreditation?
Statement from CHEA (Council for Higher Education Accreditation) about Key Assumptions Guiding Reauthorization Efforts
Five fundamental assumptions about the importance and value of accreditation guide CHEA’s work on reauthorization of the Higher Education Act in 2007. CHEA calls on the Congress and the Executive Branch to affirm that:

1. Accreditation provides value to students and society by routinely assuring academic quality and working to improve higher education.

2. Accreditation has primary responsibility for judgments about academic quality in higher education.

3. Accreditation is responsive to significant changes in higher education and its role in society such as distance learning and the internationalization of higher education.

4. Accreditation’s national, decentralized, mission-based structure and approach to higher education quality provides effective service to the public. 

5. Accreditation serves society well as a private, self-regulatory activity, not a state actor or arm of the government.

What are the back-seat drivers of accreditation and how do they relate to SLOs?
In the sessions it was emphasized how peer-review is an integral part of the US accreditation process that CHEA and the accrediting agencies are working hard to protect. In Europe, accreditation is a government-run process, which leads to much more uniformity of content, presentation, and perhaps thought in European institutions. CHEA and the accrediting agencies hold sacred the idea of diversity of target audience, mission statements, and philosophy of our academic institutions in the US. This is what they are fighting to preserve.

And a preservation fight it is. The federal government, through Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings, is currently applying pressure to remove the role of the accrediting agencies and impose national standards on higher education in a manner similar to what has been done in primary education. For example, NACIQI (National Advisory Committee on Institutional Quality and Integrity) is the federal advisory committee that recommends certification of the accrediting agencies. This group apparently has two pro-standardization Spelling appointees on it. These individuals have continually voted against the continued certification of our local accrediting agencies. CHEA and the accrediting agencies, including ACCJC, are fiercely opposed to this effort of standardization of higher education. As a result, they are required to show evidence of the value of our higher education institutions. 
In terms of student learning, this evidence has taken the form of student learning outcomes. SLOs and the assessment of student attainment of SLOs are an effort to provide evidence of student learning occurring at academic institutions and to demonstrate the value of our academic institutions to a sometimes skeptical public and to those with an ideological agenda concerning higher education. 

SLOs are not a best practice, a way of teaching, a scheme to standardize education, or a method to tell anybody what to teach or how to teach it. Rather, SLOs are a framework of providing evidence that students are in fact learning what we as faculty have determined is important for them to learn.
SLOs are a high visibility way of communicating the value of an education at our institutions. If we don’t do it, or do it in a vacuum, then somebody else (like the federal government) will do it for us.

Conversation with Barbara Beno (President of ACCJC) and Marcy Allencraig (SLO czarista at Cabrillo and a well respected pioneer in these efforts) 

I had the opportunity to elbow my way in and corner these two individuals after the Friday session and ask them a few questions before they headed to the bar for $7 glasses of wine.

Q: How should we write SLOs for courses where *student progress* is the main grading criteria. Examples might be Swimming, PE, Art, Music, Creative Arts.

A: College-level, academic course should have standards that the students are required to meet. From the perspective of the accrediting agency, Swimming may not be considered an “academic” course. The SLOs for courses like swimming, beginning creative writing, or art courses can use a portfolio system where the ability to critique the writing, art, music, or whatever becomes the basis for the SLOs. The SLOs are the ability of the student to see/critique/evaluate the characteristics that the instructor points out.

Q: What is the relationship between grades and the evaluation of SLOs?

A: The degree and/or quality to which SLOs are achieved determine the grade. 

Q: In the accreditation process, is there an evaluation of the quality of the SLO, i.e., is my SLO “good enough”?

A: Right now, not really. But eventually, as the ACCJC and the visiting teams get better and gain more experience, there probably will be. There is a difference between SLOs and objectives as the ACCJC defines them. 

Random notes:

I got the sense from Barbara Beno that the emphasis is on the “academic” courses. I sensed that preparatory and/or non-credit courses, while recognized as very important and needing SLOs, were not emphasized as much as the traditional collegiate-level courses.

About life-long learning: At one point, she seemed to “dis” life-long learning courses. I asked her about this and explained MPC’s unique position in a community that highly valued life-long learning. Her response was that life-long learning was fine, assuming we acknowledged it in our mission statement and did not let it diffuse or dilute our “traditional” academic courses.

She also mentioned that the ACCJC is concerned about excessive repetition of courses. I mentioned that some courses, such as learning to play an instrument, swimming, performance courses, etc. depend on repetition and practice (you don’t learn to play the guitar by taking one class and moving on). Still, she replied, there is a need for standards and a series of courses, and that a college course cannot be the same as a club activity. The series of courses can be taught concurrently in the same room at the same time, however. Again, the emphasis here was on for-credit courses. There is an insistence that the granting of credit represent something tangible. Non-credit is something different altogether where there is much more room for repetition.

I didn’t ask directly about it, but she also mentioned concern about concurrent enrollment with the high schools. She views some of these schemes as scams to increase enrollment. The argument is that one simply cannot teach teenagers at the same level as a traditional collegiate course. AP courses may be an exception. Teaching college courses at a middle school is certainly not an exception, and looked upon very skeptically.

The next day I spoke with Marcy Allencraig who was present for the whole conversation with Beno. She said she disagreed with many of the things that Beno had said about repetition of courses and writing SLOs for courses where student progress is the basis of evaluation.  She thought more lenient repetition of courses is needed and that evaluating students based on progress was a reasonable thing.
Diversity of opinion lives.

Conversation with Mark Leiu, ASCCC President

Mark sat down next to me at the opening lunch, so I had the opportunity to ask him a few questions.

I asked Mark if he believed deep in his heart that SLOs are a way to fend off federal standardization and preserve the diversity of goals, values, and missions of individual institutions. 

He believes they are.

I asked him if he finds SLOs useful in individual courses.

He believes that they are useful in some situations by some people.

Notes on addressing some of the standards and the themes
The Mission Statement was emphasized as most important. Everything the institution does flows from the mission statement. This is where we define what it is we’re trying to do. Each institution must have:
-a mission statement

-a process to revise the mission statement

Standard III.A.1.c. in the HR section:

“Faculty and others directly responsible for student progress toward achieving stated student learning outcomes have, as a component of their evaluation, effectiveness in producing those learning outcomes”

The perspective of the panel on this standard was that review of SLO assessment and use should be part of evaluation. It can be part of the self evaluation. It can be part of the evaluation where faculty peers can help the faculty improve. It should not be a portion of the evaluation where a dean or VP can target punitive or probationary action. Assessment or evaluation of student achievement of SLOs should never be part of a faculty member’s evaluation. However, all of these decisions should go through negotiations with the union. There is also an article on this specific standard in the most recent Rostrum.

The presenter mentioned three types of students:

1) Those that seek GE instruction and transfer

2) Those that seek to improve their position in the workforce

3) Basic Skills students

It is interesting that they didn’t mention a fourth type of student: Life-long Learners. Perhaps this is more evidence that life-long learners fly below the radar in the eyes of accreditation.
We talked about the moving target on SLOs. Currently the expectation is that we’re at the “developmental stage”. In two years, when we have our visit, the expectation is that we’ll be at the “Proficiency” stage.

For SLO purposes, what is the definition of a program? 

-Something that leads to a certificate or a degree, or,

-Any set of courses that align with a coherent set of outcomes.

Individual institutions must make these decisions about what comprises a program for themselves.

Some disciplines might have two or more programs that address the needs of different sets of students.

Example: chemistry or biology might have several different sequences of curses designed for different groups of students; example: those going into nursing, those continuing in chemistry or biology, or those taking the classes for general education.

Governance section: the institution needs a structure where leadership has a dialog and makes decisions based on student learning needs rather than politics of negotiating with constituency groups.

There was a lot of emphasis on specifically addressing the “themes” as well as the standards. The themes run through all of the standards and serve to tie the standards together. One idea was to have a “themes” committee that would read self study not with the standards involved, but with the themes in mind. The self-study could then be revised/enhanced from the themes perspective.

The themes are:

Institutional Commitments

-to provide high quality education congruent with institutional mission

-to focus on student learning

-to periodic reflection on the mission statement

Evaluation, Planning, and Improvement in an ongoing and systematic cycle that includes

-evaluation

-goal setting

-resource distribution

-implementation

-reevaluation

Student Learning Outcomes as the conscious and robust demonstration of the effectiveness of institutional efforts to produce and support student learning by developing student learning outcomes at all levels, including:

-course

-program
-certificate

-degree

Organization as demonstrated in having adequate staff, resources and organizational structure (communication and decision making structures)

-to identify and make public learning outcomes

-to evaluate the effectiveness of programs in producing those outcomes

-to make improvements

Dialog as a means to ongoing participation in institutional self reflection based on 

-reliable information about the college’s programs and services

-evidence on how well the institution is meeting student needs

Institutional Integrity demonstrated by concern with

-honesty

-truthfulness

-the manner in which the institution represents itself to all stakeholders, internal and external
Notes on how to organize the tasks of doing the work
The conversation touched on the subject of having board members on the self-study committee. The question is whether some faculty/staff members will speak frankly and freely with board members present.
There was lots of emphasis on getting the right person on each standard committee. The question to ask is, “are there enough voices in the room?” It is important to get multiple voices on issues. Is the problem and issue to *everybody* or is it an issue only to a few folks or constituencies.

Focus on processes that are *typical* of the way that things work.

The main audience is NOT necessarily the visiting committee. Rather, it is the campus community itself.

The panel suggested that institutions use existing committees to do portions of the accreditation self evaluation, or collaborate with the various accreditation committees in addressing the standards.
All data must be available on a disk or website before the site visit. During the site visit evaluators do not have time to look at data; they’re too busy meeting with people.

An idea: Have a “free lunch”. At the lunch, give each attendee a five-page section of the self-study and have them “pay” for their lunch by reviewing the five-page section. This accomplishes widespread readership of the report.

What happens when things go wrong?
Recommendations are areas that the institution must improve upon and report on in one or two years. Sanctions are more serious. In order of severity, they are “warnings,” “probation,” “show cause,” and “termination”

Three items most colleges are getting recommendations for….  (Need to get more details on these from the ACCJC website):

1. Lack of program review that uses objective data and analysis to evaluate effectiveness.

2. Lack of institutionalized holistic and integrated planning.

3. Problems in governance, often but not exclusively involving the board and administration.

Having weakness is OK. Every institution has weaknesses, but the sign of a strong institution is a willingness to recognize the problems and develop a plan to make changes.

A major recommendation is for institutions to initiate dialog on the fears about accreditation on campus, because if they don’t, they will project the fears in the written report and during the visit.

Examples of Fears (these are two that I managed to write down): 

-Rogue people. These are people who communicate an unfavorable perspective about the institution to the visiting team. However, unless these views appear to be a consensus view, they will probably not wind up forming the impression of the college for the visiting team.

-Standardization. We’re worried that secondary education will be standardized like NCLB. The suggested solution is that we must become the experts so that we become spokespeople for the value of the diversity of educational institutions and keep educational decisions local.

-Institutions CAN challenge ACCJC recommendations.

How are ACCJC decisions made?
The visiting team writes a report that includes recommendations that it makes to the ACCJC commission. Once or twice a year the commission gets together to review all of the recommendations. The commission then decides which commendations, recommendations, and/or warnings to make to the individual institutions.

It is increasingly common for institutions to have to do various progress reports.
Additional Stuff
There was lots of talk about the importance of faculty serving on accreditation teams. So much of what accreditation investigates clearly fall into the faculty part of responsibility—the 10+1—so it follows naturally that faculty should serve as peer reviewers as parts of visiting teams. The way to do this is be nominated to the ACCJC by our president that we would like to serve as visiting team members.
Respectfully submitted,

-Fred Hochstaedter

While waiting for hours in the Burbank Airport on a stormy Sunday

January 27, 2008
