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The tenor of news coverage about higher education’s gatekeepers for federal 
student aid shifted notably in 2016. The private agencies—known as accredi-
tors—review colleges to assure their quality and have often been portrayed as 
lax and derelict in their duty. Some media outlets, for example, have referred 
to these agencies in headlines such as “The Watchdogs of College Education 
Rarely Bite” and “College Accreditors Need Higher Standards.”1 But the media 
coverage around accreditors suddenly shifted, as evidenced by headlines such 
as “Accreditors Crack Down”2 and “Tougher Scrutiny for Colleges with Low 
Graduation Rates.”3 

The good press coverage followed a new effort announced by the Council of 
Regional Accrediting Commissions (C-RAC)—an informal group of seven 
accreditors that oversees colleges in defined geographic regions. The group 
announced a plan to take a closer look at institutions with low graduation rates 
in late 2016. Under the plan, C-RAC members conducted an in-depth review of 
four-year colleges with graduation rates at or below 25 percent and two-year col-
leges with graduation rates at or below 15 percent, which is about half the national 
average.4 The review looked at conditions that may explain the low graduation 
rates and what colleges were doing to improve, although it did not lead to any 
immediate sanctions on those schools. 

The C-RAC announcement and resulting study were part of an effort to coor-
dinate a response to accreditors’ critics. Such critics—including the Center for 
American Progress—have pointed to the large number of colleges with poor 
student outcomes that continue to win accreditation and rarely face significant 
consequences as a sign that accreditors are overly focused on process and not pay-
ing enough attention to actual results.5 

When C-RAC issued its final report, it argued a different case on accreditors’ use 
of student outcomes. Accreditors say that they measure outcomes but must use 
that data in a nuanced way. There are several reasons for this: Federal data is often 
unreliable; institutions serve student bodies that are too diverse to be judged 

Introduction and summary 
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uniformly; and institutional quality must be considered in a broader context—not 
by outcome indicators alone.6 

The reality of how accreditors use student outcome data actually lies somewhere 
in between. This report shows that the common refrain—that accreditors don’t 
focus on student outcomes—is only half true. Accreditors do much more than 
measure inputs such as the number of books in a library, which they have long 
been criticized for doing instead of measuring student outcomes. Most accredi-
tors collect numerous outcome measures every year. It is unclear, however, the 
extent to which the data are used to hold colleges accountable for bad outcomes. 
As a result, accreditors may review student outcomes, but their standards lack 
clarity on how a school’s observed performance connects to consequences. With 
no definition of what performance means in terms of a college’s quality, even the 
lowest performers pass the bar. These primary findings cover regional accreditors; 
national accreditors will be addressed later in the report.

The Center for American Progress conducted a detailed investigation of accredi-
tor policies and practices at 11 main regional and national agencies, reviewing 
standards, guidance, documents, and annual reports to identify to what extent 
accreditors hold colleges accountable for student outcomes. The analysis also 
looked at how standards and guidance are used in practice. For each of the seven 
regional accreditors, the author reviewed documents for two colleges’ accredita-
tion reviews. Examining these documents showed what evidence colleges provide 
to prove that they are meeting accreditors’ standards as well as how agencies then 
evaluate whether or not a college is in compliance. A similar review of self-studies 
from nationally accredited institutions could not be completed because nationally 
accredited colleges do not typically make these reviews public. 

Regional agencies vary in terms of what student outcomes they emphasize, 
but none have a clear definition for what constitutes poor performance or how 
observed results connect to accountability actions taken. Some agency policies 
require that institutions evaluate specific outcomes such as completion in their 
accreditation reviews. Other agencies leave it up to the institution to determine 
which outcome measures demonstrate the value of the education they offer. The 
primary focus of regional agencies, however, is not on the level of performance but 
rather on the process a given college has to improve its educational offerings. As a 
result, a school’s success is often measured by whether it has a codified process—
not whether its performance is any good. Consequently, low performers may be 
insufficiently pushed to improve. 



3 Center for American Progress | How College Accreditors Miss the Mark on Student Outcomes

In contrast, the policies of national accreditors—which oversee mostly career-
focused programs—place a clearer focus on accountability for student outcomes 
in their reviews. These agencies have minimum performance requirements for 
outcomes such as completion, job placement, and licensure pass rates. These 
measures are typically assessed annually, and often down to the individual pro-
gram level. This structure, however, may not be as strong as it appears. When an 
institution fails to meet a benchmark, some agencies can be lenient in enforce-
ment. Minimum performance standards may not represent high bars and vary 
across agencies. In practice, similar colleges are held to divergent expectations by 
national accreditors on how their students fare. 

The good news of this analysis is that many regional and national accrediting 
agencies already collect some of the student outcome measures and have in place 
a process for collecting data needed to adopt a more results-based approach. That 
said, getting all accreditors to such a place demands a sizeable mentality shift to 
an approach that would require defining adequate performance and establishing a 
process of accountability across agencies. Changes to federal legislation could help 
encourage this shift. 

To achieve a more outcomes-focused approach, this report recommends that 
accreditation agencies should: 
• Collect common student outcome data across agencies. 
• Include equity in data collection. 
• Connect data collected explicitly to standards through clear performance 

benchmarks. 
• Establish a defined process in accreditor standards for holding colleges account-

able when performance on student outcome benchmarks is not up to standard. 
• Support the creation of a federal student-level data system. 

In addition to the actions above that accreditors should take, Congress should:
• Require accreditors to have standards on defined student outcomes. 
• Create repayment rate and default minimums for federal aid purposes. 

Requiring accreditors to focus more on outcomes matters for students. Each 
year, the U.S. Department of Education provides nearly $130 billion in taxpayer 
money in the form of student grants and loans to help 13 million students attend 
more than 6,000 colleges.7 Many of these students, however, will never graduate. 
Students who do not finish are significantly more likely to default on their student 
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loans, often with catastrophic long-term financial impacts.8 To make matters 
worse, the higher education system suffers from broad gaps in college attainment 
and disparities in student loan debt and default by race and income.9 These differ-
ences define a system that too often exacerbates inequity instead of serving as an 
engine for economic mobility. It is all too easy for a college whose students don’t 
fare well to receive an accreditor’s stamp of approval—and the federal money that 
comes with it—over and over again, even when student outcomes don’t improve. 

While C-RAC’s review of graduation rates is a great first step to encouraging higher 
accreditor standards, it will not amount to accountability unless it goes beyond 
simply reviewing institutions. Instead, accreditors must implement a set policy and 
process to address low performance on student outcomes going forward. 
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Accrediting agencies are nonprofit, independent membership associations that 
serve as gatekeepers to federal student aid dollars. Before students can access fed-
eral grants and loans to pay for college, their college must first gain approval from 
a federally recognized accrediting agency.

The role of accreditation 

The U.S. Department of Education recognizes 36 accrediting agencies of three 
different types.10 The first group consists of seven main regional accreditors that 
oversee schools based on their geographic location. For example, the Southern 
Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges (SACSCOC) over-
sees colleges in the southern states.11 The majority of colleges overseen by regional 
accreditors are public and private nonprofit colleges. The second group consists of 
national accrediting agencies that oversee colleges nationwide, most of which are 
private for-profit colleges. The third group—which is not detailed in this report—
consists of programmatic accreditors that oversee specific programs but are not 
typically the primary gatekeepers to federal financial aid. 

To gain approval from an accrediting agency, colleges must prove that they are in 
compliance with their agency’s standards at least once every 10 years—and time-
frames at national accreditors are often shorter. A grant of accreditation after the 
review process should signal that a college is high quality. 

An accreditor must abide by several federal requirements to serve as a gatekeeper 
to federal financial aid dollars. Under federal law, accrediting agencies are required 
to have standards on student achievement in addition to other categories such as 
faculty and finances.12 Accreditors set their own standards on quality that colleges 
must meet in order to be accredited. Standards, as used here, are the framework an 
accreditor uses to evaluate a college.  

Background 
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While accreditors are required to examine student achievement, federal rules give 
accreditors substantial flexibility to decide how they do so. First, federal legislation 
does not specifically define student achievement, leaving it open to interpretation 
by both accreditors and schools, the latter of which can define what constitutes 
success based on their institutional mission. Second, the Higher Education Act 
states that accreditors should have standards that address: 

Success with respect to student achievement in relation to the institution’s mis-
sion, which may include different standards for different institutions or pro-
grams, as established by the institution, including, as appropriate, consideration 
of [s]tate licensing examinations, consideration of course completion, and job 
placement rates.13

Third, each accreditor sets its own standards on quality, which can vary signifi-
cantly by agency.

Though the requirements outlined in law do not define student outcomes stan-
dards, they also do not restrict agencies from setting and creating their own 
stricter accreditation standards for their institutions. 

The accreditation process 
The most intensive step in the accreditation review process is a self-study.14 A self-
study is a report prepared by a college that provides evidence that it meets each 
of its accreditor’s standards. A self-study process often takes an average of 18–24 
months, though it can be shorter at nationally accredited schools. After a college 
submits its self-study, an accreditor arranges a team of volunteer peer-reviewers for 
a campus site visit. During the visit, the team evaluates the college to determine if 
that it meets each standard. Following the visit, the team files a report that details 
where the college meets standards, where it falls short, and how it should improve. 
The institution then has a chance to respond to that report. The ultimate decision 
on what happens to a school rests with an accreditor’s commissioners. An agency’s 
commissioners—including faculty, administrators, practitioners, and some 
members of the public—serve as the official decision-making body and determine 
whether or not a college gains accreditation.15 The accreditor can also take actions 
that range from requiring a college to file another report; undergoing a visit in a 
given amount of time; or taking punitive action, such as probation. While punitive 
actions can signal that a college is at risk of losing accreditation, very few colleges 
actually do.16  
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In addition to the formal reaccreditation process that occurs at least once every 
10 years, accrediting agencies also monitor college performance through annual 
reports, midterm reviews, and interim monitoring and special visits as needed. 
Annual reports vary but typically require colleges to submit basic information 
including data on finances and student outcomes. Some agencies require periodic 
review reports, but when and if these occur varies widely across agencies. As a 
result, periodic review reports were not included as part of this analysis.17

Key terms used in this report
Accreditors often use different terms to refer to the multiple steps in the ac-

creditation review process. To avoid confusion, this report uses the most com-

mon terms. The following is a list of key terms used throughout this report:

• Standards: Standards are the quality framework an accreditor uses to evalu-

ate a college. The standards define rules a college must meet in order to be 

accredited. Accrediting agencies create their own standards. While standards 

vary across agencies, federal law requires agencies to have standards in key 

areas such as student achievement, faculty, and finances.

• Self-study: A self-study is a report each college must prepare that explains 

how it meets its accreditor’s standards of quality.

• Accreditor site visit or team report: Accreditor site visits or team reports 

are put together by a group of volunteer peer reviewers in order to evalu-

ate whether a college meets an accreditor’s standards. They often explain 

where a college performs well, where it falls short, and what it needs to do to 

improve. These reports are based on information provided in a college’s self-

study and found during an accrediting team’s visit. 

• Student outcome standard: A student outcome standard is based 

on quantifiable student achievement measures such as graduation rates, 

employment rates, and student loan defaults. Under federal legislation, 

accreditors are required to have standards on student achievement—which 

may include student outcomes, but is not specifically defined. This report is 

only concerned with student achievement standards that address student 

outcomes as defined here. 
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To understand how accreditors use student outcome data in college reviews, CAP 
analyzed documents from the seven largest regional accrediting agencies and four 
of the largest national agencies. Table 1 provides a complete list of the accreditors 
included in this analysis as well as their respective abbreviations. 

Methodology

TABLE 1

Main institutional accrediting agencies included in analysis

Accrediting agency Abbreviation Accreditor type

Higher Learning Commission HLC Regional

Southern Association of Colleges and Schools,      
Commission on Colleges

SACSCOC Regional

Middle States Commission on Higher Education MSCHE Regional

New England Association of Schools and Colleges, 
Commission on Institutions of Higher Education

NEASC Regional

Western Association of Schools and Colleges,   
Senior College and University Commission

WSCUC Regional

Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities NWCCU Regional

Western Association of Schools and Colleges, 
Accrediting Commission for Community and     
Junior Colleges

ACCJC Regional

Accrediting Commission of                                       
Career Schools and Colleges

ACCSC National

Council on Occupational Education COE National

Accrediting Council for Continuing                              
Education and Training

ACCET National

National Accrediting Commission of                        
Career Arts & Sciences

NACCAS National

Source: A full list of sources is available at https://cdn.americanprogress.org/content/uploads/2018/03/27103706/Student-Outcomes-
Sources-Table-1.pdf.
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This analysis relied on a wide range of documents. The author examined accredi-
tor standards to determine how colleges are evaluated on student achievement 
and what requirements a college must meet to gain accreditation. This report also 
included a review of any publicly available guidance provided to institutions on 
what evidence should be included in the self-study.

Accreditors typically have broad definitions of student achievement, including 
student learning, graduation rates, and postgraduation placement. This report, 
however, only analyzes standards on quantifiable student achievement measures 
such as graduation rates, employment, and student loan defaults. While learning is 
a critical part of student achievement, it cannot be easily quantified and is complex 
enough to merit its own report. 

Due to their broad definitions, standards can often be vague and difficult to 
understand without real-world context. To better grasp how standards are applied, 
this analysis included a review of several college self-studies as well as the accredit-
ing site visit team reports that followed. While a site visit team report is not the 
final say on whether a college meets agency standards, it does heavily influence an 
agency’s final decision. Institutions have the opportunity to respond to the report, 
and the agency’s commission determines whether an institution meets each stan-
dard. It is important to note, however, that these decision processes are not public 
and are influenced by the findings from the site visit report. 

CAP reviewed a total of 14 colleges’ self-studies and subsequent accreditor site 
visit team reports—two colleges for each of the seven largest regional accrediting 
agencies. Nationally accredited colleges do not voluntarily make accreditation 
documents public, therefore, a similar review of these colleges’ self-studies could 
not be completed. Reviewing two examples of accreditation reviews for each 
regional agency is by no means comprehensive of all the work an agency does, but 
it can provide additional context for how reviews apply standards. 

Most accreditors do not require colleges to make self-studies and accreditor visit 
reports public. While some public and nonprofit colleges voluntarily post their 
self-studies and accreditation reviews on their websites, many do not. CAP was 
unable to find any nationally accredited for-profit college self-study or accredita-
tion site visit team reports that had been voluntarily published. As a result, the 
review of self-studies relied on colleges that voluntarily post their accreditation 
documents online, with two exceptions. WSCUC publishes each college’s accredi-
tation site visit team report.18 It does not publish the college’s self-study. ACCJC 



10 Center for American Progress | How College Accreditors Miss the Mark on Student Outcomes

requires colleges to publish their self-studies, site visit team reports, and any 
actions taken against them on their own websites.19 

Because self-studies and site visit reports are not always public, CAP applied 
several selection criteria to its review. CAP only reviewed colleges that published 
both their self-study and their corresponding site visit team report. A self-study on 
its own only provides information on how a college believes it meets an accredi-
tor’s standards, not how an accreditor judges a college’s performance. This analysis 
also attempted to only include self-studies and reports that were conducted based 
on each agency’s most recent standards. This was impossible to do for some agen-
cies due to a recent change in their standards or their lack of transparency. For 
example, the NEASC revised its standards in 2016.20 Of the 28 U.S. colleges that 
underwent reviews by NEASC in 2016 and 2017, only two colleges—Johnson 
State College and the University of Massachusetts, Boston—published both their 
self-studies and accreditor site visit reports. However, University of Massachusetts, 
Boston was evaluated based on NEASC’s 2011 standards. In another example, 
MSCHE revised its standards in 2014, but the standards only became effective for 
colleges undergoing review in the 2017-2018 school year.21 Because no colleges 
had completed a self-study or accreditation visit based on the new standards, CAP 
used the old standards for this portion of its analysis.22 A complete list of accredi-
tor standards, self-studies, accreditor site visit team reports, and other relevant 
guidance reviewed for this report is included in the Appendix.

Additionally, CAP attempted to review self-studies from a broad range of col-
leges in order to include examples from a variety of institutions. The two self-
studies for each regional agency, for example, typically consisted of one large 
and one small college; one public and one nonprofit college; or one four-year 
and one community college. 

Lastly, CAP reviewed the instructions for annual reporting required by accreditors 
as well as the forms and submissions when available. Each agency requires colleges 
to submit annual reports consisting of a range of financial and student outcome 
data. These reports provide additional information about the types of evidence 
accrediting agencies have available to evaluate college quality. If a report was not 
publicly available, CAP reached out to the agency for more information. 
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Student outcome standards among regional accreditors vary in 
strength and specificity 

Overall, this analysis found that the expectations regional accreditors lay out 
in their standards on student outcomes vary widely. Some agencies require 
colleges to focus on specific measures; some require goal setting on particular 
outcomes; and others allow institutions to decide measures that accurately 
reflect their success. The following table shows how student outcome standards 
compare across agencies. A full list of each agency’s student outcome standards 
is included in the Appendix.

Findings

TABLE 2

Student outcome standards vary across accrediting agencies

Common characteristics of student outcome standards, by accrediting agency

Common characteristics HLC MSCHE WSCUC ACCJC NEASC SACSCOC NWCCU

Requires focus on specific outcomes     
Requires demographic disaggregation  
Includes success after graduation    
Requires goal setting     
Requires using quantitative
outcomes data to make improvements    

Benchmarks against peers  
Requires using student outcomes
to evaluate admissions process 

Notes: The New England Association of Schools and Colleges makes demographic disaggregation optional in its Standard 8.1. MSCHE bench-
marks against an institution’s peers at the mid-point review, a process that was not evaluated for this report.  

For an interactive comparison of student outcome standards across accrediting agencies, see the website version of Antoinette Flores, 
“How College Accreditors Miss the Mark on Student Outcomes” (Washington: Center for American Progress, 2018), available at https://www.
americanprogress.org/?p=449937.

Source: See Appendix; For the accreditor agencies’ complete titles, see Table 1 in Antoinette Flores, “How College Accreditors Miss the Mark on 
Student Outcomes” (Washington: Center for American Progress, 2018), available at https://www.americanprogress.org/?p=449937.

Five of the 7 agencies’ standards require colleges to measure and report specific 
student outcomes, although what measures are explicitly mentioned in the stan-
dards fluctuates from one agency to another. For example, HLC requires colleges 
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to focus on rates of retention, persistence, and completion.23 WSCUC requires 
that colleges track retention and completion rates.24 Two accreditors—SACSCOC 
and NWCCU—leave measures of success more open-ended. SACSCOC requires 
that colleges evaluate success—which may include retention and graduation rates 
or student portfolios, among other things—but does not stipulate which specific 
indicators a college must choose.25 Like SACSCOC, NWCCU allows institutions to 
determine what measures define their success.26 MSCHE takes a different approach. 
While the agency specifically recommends measuring rates of retention, persistence, 
and completion, it does so indirectly. For example, an institution must show its com-
mitment to these measures through its student supports or may use improvements 
in these measures as evidence of its effectiveness. In other words, retention, persis-
tence, and graduation rates are indirect measures of quality.27 

Five of the 7 agencies included in this analysis require colleges to set goals on stu-
dent performance. ACCJC, for example, has the most detailed standards on institu-
tion-set goals and requires colleges to set their own performance expectations.28 The 
agency requires that institutions set performance goals on course completion rates, 
the number of degrees awarded, transfer rates, as well as job placement rates and 
licensure pass rates for every career and technical education program. Colleges are 
also required to set standards of performance on other measures they deem appro-
priate to their mission, such as graduation and retention rates. As part of colleges’ 
self-studies, they must explain how they set the standard, how they evaluate their 
previous performance, and how their performance compares to their goal. ACCJC’s 
method presents an alternative to national accreditors’ minimum performance 
standards. Rather than set one bar all institutions must meet, the agency takes an 
individualized approach that requires each college to set its own benchmarks for 
acceptable performance.  

Unlike other regional agencies’, ACCJC’s standards exemplify institutional flexibil-
ity that does not come at the expense of accountability. However, goal setting also 
has an inherent tension. On the one hand, goal setting ensures that colleges strive 
for improvement. On the other hand, even colleges with the worst performance 
get by without requiring further action. Overall, goal setting allows institutions to 
determine what level of success is appropriate based on their own unique contexts. 
While accreditors evaluate institutions’ goals, they never define a minimum bar of 
performance that is acceptable for all institutions. In practice, some of these goals 
act more like minimum performance thresholds rather than goals to strive toward. 
At MiraCosta College, for example, some institution-set standards are below actual 
achievement.29 A system that requires colleges to choose their own performance 
categories also makes it harder to compare performance consistently across colleges. 
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Only 2 of the 7 regional accrediting agencies have standards that are focused on 
equity in outcomes. Both WSCUC and ACCJC require institutions to disaggregate 
and analyze performance data by demographic categories.30 WSCUC requires insti-
tutions to disaggregate student data by demographic categories and areas of study, 
and ACCJC requires institutions to disaggregate and analyze learning and achieve-
ment outcomes by subpopulation. When an institution identifies a performance gap, 
it must provide resources to address and fix the gap and must evaluate the effective-
ness of its strategies to do so. 

Standards that focus on equity are important because they require that institutions 
go beyond overall performance indicators to ensure that they are serving all students 
well. Without a coordinated effort across agencies, however, colleges can miss some 
of the important gaps that occur within and across institutions. 

Regional accreditors collect student outcome data but don’t 
connect them to standards 

TABLE 3

Many regional accreditors collect annual student outcome data

Student outcome indicators collected in annual report forms, by regional         
accrediting agency

Student outcome indcators HLC SACSCOC MSCHE NEASC WSCUC  NWCCU ACCJC

Enrollment rate   *  *  
Number of degrees awarded   
Completion rate   *  *  
Cohort default rate    
Disclosure of student achievement    
Retention rate  
Licensure pass rate 
Transfer rate  
Loan repayment rate  
Job placement rate for career and
technical education programs 

Notes: * Indicates student outcome indicators that were disaggregated by demographic groups. For the Middle States Commission on Higher 
Education, the indicators used in this table are newly proposed and will be fully implemented in 2018. The New England Association of 
Schools and Colleges and University Commission loan repayment is newly added in 2018. 

Source: See Appendix; For the accreditor agencies’ complete titles, see Table 1 in Antoinette Flores, “How College Accreditors Miss the Mark on 
Student Outcomes” (Washington: Center for American Progress, 2018), available at https://www.americanprogress.org/?p=449937.
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A review of required annual reporting forms shows that regional accreditors 
already collect data on numerous student outcome indicators each year. (see 
Appendix) This undercuts the common assumption and criticism of accreditors 
that they don’t measure performance on even the most basic outcomes such as 
graduation rates. Table 3 shows which student outcome indicators are collected by 
each regional agency in annually filed forms. 

All agencies collect annual data on enrollment and completion.31 Four agencies 
collect cohort default rate data—the percentage of a school’s borrowers that enters 
repayment and defaults within three years. Three agencies check that outcome 
data are publicly disclosed on colleges’ websites. Beyond these indicators, three 
agencies collect more information related to federal financial aid. HLC collects 
the percentage of Pell Grant recipients and the average Pell Grant received, which 
gives an indication of the college’s low-income student enrollment and overall 
financial aid need.32 In addition, both NEASC and MSCHE recently began to col-
lect student loan repayment rate data.33 

While these data collections are important, they are not well-connected to student 
outcome standards. For example, HLC standards require institutions to focus on 
persistence, retention, completion, and success after graduation34, but it does not 
collect data on these measures annually.35 NWCCU collects data on completion, 
default, and retention, but does not have specific standards related to these out-
comes.36 It is not clear how NEASC and MSCHE will use student loan repayment 
rate data, but as of now, the collection is not directly related to standards.37 

Without linking long-term data collection to standards, accreditors are unable to 
hold colleges accountable for what the data may show. Accreditors can only take 
action against an institution if it violates one or more of their standards. Therefore, 
how colleges perform on these measures does not directly factor into whether or 
not it should be accredited. 

As part of its annual report, HLC has begun flagging colleges with weak gradua-
tion and persistence rates compared with their peers for follow-up.38 The agency 
flags institutions that fall in the top percentages of the institutions’ peers for 
further follow-up. Peers are defined as two-year small or large institutions or 
four-year small or large institutions. It is unclear what the follow-up consists of; 
how many institutions fall within this category; or whether the follow-up leads to 
further action. 
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ACCJC provides a good example of how to better connect annual data collection 
to standards. The agency’s standards require institutions to set goals for specific 
outcomes, and its annual review form requires colleges to list each of its institu-
tion-set standards as well as its actual performance.39 As a result, the agency can 
keep track of what colleges say they should achieve as a minimum benchmark, and 
then compare it with the colleges’ actual performance.40 

Annual data collection processes mean that regional accreditors already have 
much of the necessary information and infrastructure in place to enhance their 
focus on student outcomes. But just because accreditors have the data does not 
mean they will use it to drive accountability. Accreditors need to decide what level 
of performance is adequate and what actions they will take when an institution is 
not up to par. 

Aligning annual reports and standards would allow accreditors to set strong 
student outcome standards and collect data annually to hold institutions account-
able. Without this connection and a history of data, accreditor standards fall short 
of actual accountability.   

Without clear minimum standards, evaluating performance gets 
lost in the shuffle

A review of self-studies and accreditor team reports shows that even when an 
institution is reporting data, its actual performance on those measures can still 
be overlooked. As a result, accreditors and institutions may produce a great deal 
of documentation about how schools use and report data while never discussing 
what the data actually demonstrate in terms of results. A few examples show how 
this phenomenon plays out in practice. 

Self-studies and site visit team reports can gloss over a long list of student out-
come measures to prioritize improvement rather than accountability. NEASC, for 
example, requires institutions to include Data First forms as the basis of their self-
study.41 These forms include data on a wide range of institutional characteristics 
and student outcomes such as student debt levels and rates of enrollment, reten-
tion, graduation, licensure passage, job placement, and default over several years. 
NEASC standards require that “[t]he institution demonstrates its effectiveness 
by ensuring satisfactory levels of student achievement on mission-appropriate 
student outcomes.”42 Standards, however, do not define what level of performance 
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is satisfactory. Without a clear definition, a college can meet a standard—even 
when, by its own admission, its performance is unsatisfactory.  

Consider, for example, the self-study of Johnson State College ( JSC), a small, 
public four-year college in Vermont serving 1,500 students.43 As part of its 2016 
NEASC self-study, the college reported a four-year graduation rate of between 
15 and 17 percent and a six-year graduation rate of 35 percent. The college 
acknowledged that these rates are “low” and “daunting.”44 While it has taken steps 
to improve, such as instituting early warning mechanisms and piloting tools for 
identifying at-risk students, the school’s self-study admitted that this approach did 
not work and that a new plan is needed. JSC set a goal for the following year to 
increase the graduation rate to 27 percent, noting that it will continue to work on a 
strategy to improve the college’s low graduation and retention rates.45

The NEASC site visit team report acknowledged JSC’s low performance but 
found its focus on improvement satisfactory.46 It first mentioned the gradua-
tion and retention rates the college provided and noted that they were one set 
of indicators the college used to monitor effectiveness. It then acknowledged 
that these rates were lower than other Vermont colleges’, but that JSC recog-
nized its need for improvement. The report stated that the college had consider-
ably higher graduation rates for Pell Grant students and first-generation college 
students. Furthermore, the report highlighted a promising initiative the college 
instituted—themed first-year learning communities—which were slowly improv-
ing first-year retention rates. At the end of the report, the visiting team listed the 
college’s strengths and weaknesses. Among its strengths were JSC’s commitment 
to student success and its investment in the first-year experience, both of which 
have improved retention. The site visit team did not mention anything related to 
student outcomes in its list of JSC’s weaknesses, nor did it have any recommenda-
tions on how the school could improve.47 In other words, according to the visiting 
team report, JSC’s efforts to improve its persistently low graduation rates were 
sufficient, despite that there had been little measurable improvement. 

Standards’ specificity does not lead to greater focus on actual performance
Whether or not an accreditor’s standards include specific student outcome mea-
sures that must be examined does not appear to create a greater focus on perfor-
mance. SACSCOC, HLC, and ACCJC’s standards on student outcomes vary 
considerably in terms of their specificity. ACCJC requires specific, institution-set 
performance goals; HLC requires a focus on particular outcomes; and SACSCOC 
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leaves performance up to institutions. Examples from each agency, however, show 
that all suffer from similar shortcomings. 

Southern West Virginia Community and Technical College (SWVCTC) serves 
roughly 1,700 students and is accredited by HLC.48 In its self-study, SWVCTC 
described its process of collecting and reporting data; mentioned its goals for 
improving the number of graduates; and detailed how it plans to do so, such as 
by revising developmental education. Nowhere in the self-study did the col-
lege assess its actual performance or improvement since its last review.49 The 
HLC site team report also never discussed actual performance. It stated that the 
SWVCTC met the standard because it collected and reported data and had goals 
for improvement.50 

The SACSCOC review of the University of South Carolina (USC) Upstate con-
tained similar issues. USC Upstate is a public four-year college serving just less 
than 6,000 students.51 In its own evaluation, the school provided detailed data on 
student outcomes, including retention and graduation rates, course completion, 
licensing examination results, and job placement.52 The SACSCOC’s final site visit 
report stated that USC Upstate regularly reports data and discusses its process for 
reporting data, but contained no analysis of the school’s actual performance. The 
institution has a six-year graduation rate of 38 percent.53

MiraCosta College is a public community college in California serving almost 
15,000 students. It is accredited by ACCJC.54 As part of its 2016 self-study, the 
college set its own goals for performance on indicators including the number of 
transfers to four-year colleges, persistence rates, and the number of degrees and 
certificates awarded in addition to required categories such as course completion 
and licensure pass rates. It also included detailed data on employment rates and 
program completion disaggregated by various student demographics.55 ACCJC’s 
site team report found the college in compliance because it had set standards, 
assessed them, and used results to lead improvement efforts. It did not focus on 
the college’s actual performance on these indicators.56

While ACCJC’s approach is valuable and data-focused, it glosses over student 
outcomes without judging the college’s performance or need for improvement. 
It allows low-performing colleges to meet the standards as long as they set goals, 
strive to achieve them, and implement improvements.   
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The gap between data collection and data use among regional accreditors has 
significant implications for students. Without a baseline standard for performance 
or improvement, accreditors likely end up measuring institutions’ intentions and 
processes—not the actual results they achieved.   

National accreditors focus on accountability of student   
outcome measures

In contrast to regional accreditors, the four national accreditation agencies have 
clear, quantifiable standards on student outcomes. These agencies’ standards 
require institutions to meet minimum bars of performance each year based on 
various measures. Three of the 4 agencies require institutions to report outcomes 
at the program level. The one exception, NACCAS, primarily oversees cosmetol-
ogy schools, so although it doesn’t explicitly measure program-level outcomes, 
the colleges it oversees are typically singular programs.57 Monitoring performance 
at the program level allows accreditors to further review or sanction individual 
programs rather than limit their examination to the institution as a whole. 

TABLE 4

Some colleges must meet certain program performance benchmarks

Performance benchmarks, by national accrediting agency

Accrediting agency Graduation rate Job placement rate Licensure pass rate

ACCSC 40–84% 70% 70%

ACCET 67% 70%
National and                      
state average

COE 60% 70% 70%

NACCAS 50% 60% 70%

Sources: Accrediting Commission of Career Schools and Colleges, “ACCSC Standards of Accreditation,” p. 128, available at http://www.accsc.
org/UploadedDocuments/1971/ACCSC%20Standards%20of%20Accreditation%20and%20Bylaws%20-%20070117%20final.pdf (last accessed 
March 2018); Council on Occupational Education, “Policies and Rules of the Commission, 2017 Edition,” p. 25, available at http://council.
org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/2017-PR-Manual-AMENDED-4-25-2017-FINAL.pdf (last accessed March 2018); Accrediting Council for 
Continuing Education and Training, “Completion and Job Placement Policy,” p. 2, available at http://s3.amazonaws.com/docs.accet.org/down-
loads/docs/doc28.pdf (last accessed March 2018); National Accrediting Commission of Career Arts and Sciences, “2017 Data Annual Report 
Instructions,” available at https://naccasngo.sharepoint.com/:b:/s/NACCASWeb/EV-vVsApwn9BoqT_DY6XbHMBHSMlYRw37dtkCt8gUhaTeA 
(last accessed March 2018).

For the accreditor agencies’ complete titles, see Table 1 in Antoinette Flores, “How College Accreditors Miss the Mark on Student Outcomes” 
(Washington: Center for American Progress, 2018), available at https://www.americanprogress.org/?p=449937.

*Correction, May 7: This table has been corrected to reflect the accurate graduation rate benchmarks for ACCET and COE.

Although all national agencies consider student outcome data, what they look 
for and the benchmarks they set still vary a great deal. (see Figure 4) ACCSC, 
NACCAS, and COE, for example, each have minimum bars of performance on 
graduation, job placement, and licensure pass rates, while ACCET only requires 
performance benchmarks for graduation and job placement rates.58 ACCSC 
requires programs to have a minimum completion rate that varies from as low 
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as 40 percent for programs longer than 2 years to 84 percent for certificate and 
training programs that are 1-3 months long .59 The three other national agencies 
have flat rates for graduation that vary from as low as 50 percent at NACCAS to 67 
percent at COE.60 

While clear performance benchmarks ensure a minimum bar of quality that 
institutions must meet, they are only worthwhile if the thresholds are ambitious 
and catch the worst performers. Variation in performance benchmarks means that 
institutional quality and the likelihood of success potentially depend on which 
accreditor oversees the school students attend.

It also matters how an agency sets its benchmarks. ACCSC, for example, sets its 
thresholds one standard deviation below the average performance among its insti-
tutions.61 This assumes that average performance is adequate. But if an established 
benchmark is set low enough that an overwhelming majority of institutions or 
programs pass, it does nothing to encourage improvement. 

Performance benchmarks don’t guarantee that poor outcomes will 
be fixed

Performance benchmarks set a clear line of what outcomes are acceptable, but 
the actions an agency takes when a college is underperforming can undermine 
accountability. 

When a college underperforms, some agencies take a hard line, while others allow 
institutions flexibility in explaining their performance. For instance, programs that 
fail COE’s benchmark are placed on warning and have one to two years to bring 
the program into compliance or be placed on probation.62 Depending on how far 
below the threshold a program falls, ACCET may require additional reporting 
or issue a programmatic probation.63 For example, if a college’s job placement or 
completion rate falls between 56 percent and 69.9 percent, it is required to submit 
a report that includes a management plan for improving rates and a proposed 
timeframe for coming into compliance. Schools with performance rates that 
fall below 56 percent are placed on programmatic probation and are required to 
submit a report and detailed analysis. The accrediting agency may give institutions 
with low completion rates a reprieve if they have placement rates above the 
benchmark rate in that program.*

*Correction, May 7, 2018: This report was updated to reflect that ACCET commissioners 
may make an exception for underperformance if a program has a low completion rate but a 
higher-than-average job placement rate.
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In another example, ACCSC can take a range of actions such as placing a pro-
gram on heightened monitoring, warning, or probation; freezing enrollment; and 
revoking a program altogether. It also gives institutions the chance to demonstrate 
successful achievement by showing evidence of student learning or external fac-
tors—such as economic conditions, the student population it serves, or state and 
national trends—that might explain their inability to meet the benchmarks.64 In 
November 2012, for example, ACCSC first acted to limit program enrollment at 
one of its schools with systemic student achievement problems.65 These problems 
were widespread and included below benchmark performance in student out-
comes at 9 of the school’s 10 programs. The problems continued over the next five 
years, and although ACCSC took many actions—including warnings, probation, 
show cause, and eventually revoking approval of baccalaureate programs—the 
college remains accredited and on warning.66 

The procedures described above show that institutions are given considerable lee-
way and can remain accredited—even if they don’t meet minimum performance 
benchmarks. How often accreditors accept alternative responses or measures—
as well as how long colleges remain accredited despite poor performance—is 
unclear, since information on when a college underperforms and the accreditors’ 
decision process is typically not public. Without greater transparency on out-
comes and sanctions, it is difficult to determine the effectiveness of these policies. 

Annual reporting among national agencies focuses on compliance

Unlike regional agencies, national accreditors connect student outcomes directly 
to their standards and annual reporting requirements. Figure 5 shows that all 
four agencies track outcomes based on the performance benchmarks required in 
the agency standards. Collecting this information in annual reports ensures that 
colleges are meeting performance benchmarks each year—not just once every 
several years. 

National agencies are also more likely to require institutions to report annually on 
red flags, such as whether or not the college is under investigation. Figure 5 shows 
what accreditors require institutions to include in their annual report. Three of the 
4 national agencies ask institutions whether they have had any kind of negative 
audit at the state and federal level. Both ACCSC and ACCET require institutions 
to report on actions taken by other accreditors, complaints, and investigations. 
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In contrast, only two regional agencies ask about whether institutions were subject 
to adverse actions by another accreditor. This does not mean that regionals do not 
check this information; many require that institutions report any kind of nega-
tive action when it happens. HLC, for example, requires institutions to notify the 
agency when it receives an adverse action from another accrediting agency or if a 
state issues an action against the institution.67 They do not ask institutions to pro-
vide this information in annual reporting. SACSCOC, however, asks about federal 
audits and actions by other accreditors in the interim report schools complete five 
years into their accreditation cycle.68

TABLE 5

National accrediting agencies focus more on compliance in annual reporting

Indicators collected in annual reports, by national accrediting agency

Accrediting
agency

Complaints or
legal action

Federal 
review

 and audits

Reviews
and audits 

by state

Actions
by other

accreditors
Enrollment

rate
Completion

rate
Cohort

default rate

Job
placement

rate
Licensure
pass rate

ACCSC         

ACCET        

COE    

NACCAS     

Sources: Accrediting Commission of Career Schools and Colleges, “Instructions for Completing the ACCSC 2016 Annual Report,” available at http://www.accsc.org/UploadedDocuments/2016%20
July/2016%20Annual%20Report%20Instructions.pdf (last accessed March 2018); Accrediting Council for Continuing Education and Training, “Annual Report and Enrollment Statistics,” available 
at http://docs.accet.org/downloads/docs/doc12b.pdf (last accessed March 2018); Council on Occupational Education, “2017 Instructions for Excel CPL Worksheet,” available at http://council.org/
applications-and-forms/; National Accrediting Commission of Career Arts and Sciences, “2017 Data Annual Report (Submitted in 2018) Instructions,” available at https://naccasngo.sharepoint.
com/:b:/s/NACCASWeb/EV-vVsApwn9BoqT_DY6XbHMBHSMlYRw37dtkCt8gUhaTeA (last accessed March 2018); and National Accrediting Commission of Career Arts and Sciences, “Step 8: 
Annual Report Certification,” available at https://naccasngo.sharepoint.com/:b:/s/NACCASWeb/ERKDxOyOUeFDiJ6fruEdkAUBZgdrZe_xiPQyRxp1i6wq0A (last accessed March 2018).

For the accreditor agencies’ complete titles, see Table 1 in Antoinette Flores, “How College Accreditors Miss the Mark on Student Outcomes” (Washington: Center for American Progress, 2018), 
available at https://www.americanprogress.org/?p=449937.

*Correction, May 7: This table has been updated to include the cohort default rate for ACCET.

Part of why national accreditors are more likely to include compliance on annual 
reporting might have to do with the types of institutions these agencies oversee. 
National agencies mostly oversee for-profit colleges that historically have had 
more troublesome track records with cases of fraud than have public and private 
nonprofit colleges. Explicitly asking this information every year ensures that prob-
lematic institutions don’t slip through the cracks. 
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As gatekeepers to federal student aid, accrediting agencies have a responsibility 
to ensure that institutions are high-quality in order to protect both students and 
taxpayers. CAP’s review shows that, particularly among regional agencies, accredi-
tors’ lack of clear standards for student outcomes means that institutional per-
formance is not sufficiently emphasized. There is no minimum student outcome 
result institutions must meet in order to be accredited, nor does low observed 
performance consistently trigger further examination. The result is that accredited 
institutions can easily fail their students. National agencies’ clear performance 
standards and annual data collection processes do more to hold colleges account-
able, but agencies are inconsistent and, in many cases, soft on enforcement. 

Fortunately, CAP’s review also shows that accreditors have an annual data collec-
tion process in place and already possess some of the data required to enhance 
their focus on outcomes. In order to fix these problems, there must be a stronger 
tie between data collection and standards. Below are recommendations for how 
accreditors can improve and hold colleges accountable. 

Require collection and analysis of common student outcome data 
across accreditors

Variation in accreditors’ measurements and in established bars of performance 
undermines agencies’ goals of quality and accountability. Under the current 
system, an institution overseen by one agency must report one set of data, and an 
institution overseen by a different agency reports another set of data. The varia-
tion in what data is collected makes evaluating overall performance and drawing 
comparisons across institutions difficult. 

Accreditors should agree upon what student outcome data to collect as a standard 
measure of quality across all agencies. Similar to the work done as part of the 
C-RAC pilot, both regional and national agencies should decide together what 

Recommendations for  
accrediting agencies
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data to collect and how to report it. This may require measures to differ based on 
institution type or mission, because outcomes for career-focused institutions or 
programs may not necessarily be the same as outcomes for liberal arts-focused 
institutions. Accreditors may also agree that community colleges and four-year 
colleges should be judged based on different measures. Furthermore, accreditors 
need multiple indicators that capture how students fare while they are enrolled—
such as retention and completion rates—and after they’ve left—such as job place-
ment rates and student loan repayment. 

Accreditors should also create a definition of each measure so that agencies can 
collect data in the same way. For example, while each of the national agencies con-
sistently collect data on completion, job placement, and licensure pass rates, their 
definitions of each measure varies. Variation makes it difficult to compare perfor-
mance across institutions. Regional agencies have all attempted to place a greater 
emphasis on completion rates through the C-RAC study but all found that the 
federal graduation rate does not accurately depict outcomes consistently across 
colleges.69 Regional agencies can and should come up with their own measures to 
best capture student outcomes.  

Include equity in data collection

Measuring institutions’ overall performance is not enough. Accreditors should 
require institutions to disaggregate performance data by demographic groups 
including, at least, race, income, and gender—and ideally attendance status and 
students requiring developmental education as well. These measures are impor-
tant to ensure institutions are achieving equitable outcomes for all students. 
Only two agencies require colleges to look at outcomes by demographics—such 
as race and income—to evaluate performance. WSCUC and ACCJC’s stan-
dards that require colleges to disaggregate data represent great starting points 
for other agencies.70 However, even these standards—which allow colleges to 
choose which measures and demographics they disaggregate—leave too much 
up to each college’s discretion. 

Better connect standards and annual data collection through clear 
performance expectations

Accreditors already have the foundations of an annual reporting process and years 
of student outcome data in place to enhance their reviews, but it’s not always 
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clear how this information is factored into accreditation reviews and decisions. 
Agencies should revise their standards to articulate clear performance expec-
tations. This does not necessarily mean accreditors should have a bright-line 
standard that automatically leads to a loss of federal financial aid when a school 
falls short. Instead, accreditors could create a standard that automatically triggers 
an in-depth review or a shortened accreditation cycle. Benchmarks should be 
established for measures beyond completion rates, such as loan default and repay-
ment. Performance benchmarks can be designed to accomplish multiple goals by 
focusing attention on the lowest performers while also setting improvement goals 
for all institutions. 

Accreditors should ensure that annually collected data feed into what schools will 
be measured against and need to discuss in their self-studies. This connection to 
standards also must ensure that accreditor reviews touch on the observed perfor-
mance level—not just on the process and use of data. Connecting these processes 
ensures that when a college is judged against the standards, the judgment is 
grounded in years of performance data. It also guarantees that colleges are held 
accountable for a basic level of performance and improvement every year—not 
just when it is reaccredited.  

Establish processes for data collection and accountability for low-
performing colleges

Establishing expectations for student outcomes that are connected to standards 
must be paired with instituting clearer processes for actions agencies should 
take if an institution’s student outcomes fail to meet a benchmark performance 
level. Accreditors must agree on what happens to colleges that fall below 
established benchmarks and define a consistent timeline for colleges to show 
improvement. Measuring student outcomes and establishing benchmarks is 
meaningless without accountability for institutions that consistently fail to per-
form and fail to improve. Action must go beyond interim reporting, shortened 
accreditation cycles, and special visits—tactics accreditors sometimes use when 
colleges show serious problems.

Support a federal student-level data system

Creating a federal student-level data system (SLDS) would make it much easier 
for accreditors to collect and use disaggregated student outcome data. An SLDS 



25 Center for American Progress | How College Accreditors Miss the Mark on Student Outcomes

would allow all institutions to report detailed data at the individual student level 
to the federal government rather than at the institution-wide level. Colleges cur-
rently report dozens of data elements ranging from enrollment and graduation 
rates to revenue and spending under federal law.71 They then provide substantial 
data to accreditors that may or may not line up with required federal reporting. 
This setup presents two main challenges. First, current data systems may not pro-
duce indicators that are useful for institutions or accreditors. Until October 2017, 
the federal graduation rate only included first-time, full-time students, excluding 
those who transferred or enrolled as part-time students.72 Accreditors and institu-
tions criticized this measure as a poor judge of institutional performance, which 
has weakened their ability to use it.73 Second, the need to report data to both the 
federal government and accreditors creates a greater burden for institutions. A fed-
eral student-level data system would capture more accurate and complete student 
outcome data and decrease both the burden on colleges reporting data and the 
need for low-resourced accreditors to actively collect it. 
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Congress has the power to make legislative changes that would require accreditors 
to focus more on outcomes in a clear and consistent way. To do this, Congress 
should take the following steps.

Require accreditors to have benchmark standards on defined 
student outcomes

Current legislation requires accreditors to have standards on student achievement 
but does not define student achievement, which leaves it open to interpretation. 
It also gives colleges the authority to define success based on their institutional 
mission, so that successful student achievement can vary by individual school. 
While some variation based on unique institutional missions is important, there 
should be a baseline level of student outcome performance required in order for 
colleges to access federal dollars. Legislation should define which student out-
comes accreditors should have standards on, such as graduation rates, student 
loan repayment, and default. These standards should clearly define the adequate 
level of performance as well as the agency’s process when performance is not up 
to par. Federal reviews of accreditors should consider variation in the standards 
accreditors set to ensure that all are using best practices. National agencies, for 
example, set performance benchmarks that vary widely, and federal reviews 
only consider whether the agency has a standard—not whether the standard is 
adequate. Accreditors should be held accountable to ensure that their standards 
are adequate and in line with other agencies’. 

Create loan repayment rate and default minimums

Policymakers should further bolster and support accreditors’ efforts by creat-
ing performance benchmarks on outcomes specifically related to federal aid—
such as student loan repayment rates—and strengthen the cohort default rate 
already required.74 Today, colleges are required to report cohort default rates—a 

Recommendations for Congress 
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measure of the percentage of student loan borrowers who default within three 
years after entering repayment. While important, the measure rarely results 
in colleges being sanctioned for poor performance.75 The cohort default rate 
should be strengthened, and using repayment rates may help solve some of the 
problems with the measure.76
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Conclusion

As gatekeepers to federal aid dollars, accrediting agencies must ensure that 
colleges are providing a quality education and that America’s higher education 
system is truly a generator of social and economic mobility. This report shows 
that, for the majority of accreditors, student outcomes are not a main priority and 
equity is mostly an afterthought. While the recent effort of C-RAC was a critical 
first step to addressing poor student outcomes, it does not amount to accountabil-
ity. Fortunately, there is a path to fixing this problem. Actually doing so, however, 
will require building performance on student outcomes into accreditor standards. 
The lack of true accountability means accreditors avoid engaging with the poorest 
outcomes and fail to help institutions improve how well they serve students in a 
tangible way. 

For regional accreditors, change means implementing minimum performance 
indicators that trigger meaningful action and require improvement. For national 
accreditors, improvement means ensuring benchmarks are strong and taking 
action against low-performing colleges instead of giving them additional chances. 
The opportunity to ensure strong student outcomes in postsecondary education 
exists—accreditors just have to be willing to take it.
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Appendix 

This Appendix contains a complete list of sources reviewed for regional accredit-
ing agencies, including institutional self-studies, accreditor team visit reports, and 
standards the author defines as student outcome standards by agency. Standard 
language is taken directly from the accreditor sources cited below. 

NEASC
Documents

1. Standards for accreditation, effective July 1, 201677

2. Data First forms78  

3. Statement on Student Achievement and Success Data Forms79 

4. Annual data 80 

Standards related to student outcomes:
• 5.6: The institution demonstrates its ability to admit students who can be suc-

cessful in the institution’s academic program, including specifically recruited 
populations.  The institution’s goals for retention and graduation reflect institu-
tional purposes, and the results are used to inform recruitment and the review of 
programs and services.

• Standard 8: The institution demonstrates its effectiveness by ensuring satisfac-
tory levels of student achievement on mission-appropriate student outcomes. 
Based on verifiable information, the institution understands what its students 
have gained as a result of their education and has useful evidence about the suc-
cess of its recent graduates.

 – 8.5: The institution uses a variety of quantitative and qualitative methods 
and direct and indirect measures to understand the experiences and learn-
ing outcomes of its students. 

 – 8.6: The institution defines measures of student success and levels of 
achievement appropriate to its mission, modalities and locations of 
instruction, and student body, including any specifically recruited popula-
tions. These measures include rates of progression, retention, transfer, and 
graduation; default and loan repayment rates; licensure passage rates; and 
employment.
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 – 8.7: The institution uses additional quantitative measures of success, such 
as further education, civic participation, religious formation, and oth-
ers, as appropriate to its mission, to understand the success of its recent 
graduates. Information from students and former students is regularly 
considered. 

 – 8.8: The results of assessment and quantitative measures of student suc-
cess are a demonstrable factor in the institution’s efforts to improve the 
learning opportunities and results for students.

• 9.24: The institution publishes statements of its goals for students’ education 
and the success of students in achieving those goals. Information on student 
success includes rates of retention and graduation and other measures of student 
success appropriate to institutional mission. If applicable, recent information on 
passage rates for licensure examinations is also published

• 9.25: The institution publishes information about the total cost of education 
and net price, including the availability of financial aid and the typical length of 
study. The expected amount of student debt upon graduation and the institu-
tion’s cohort default and loan repayment rates are published to help students 
and prospective students make informed decisions.

Institutions: 

1. Johnson State College, 201681

2. University of Massachusetts, Boston, 201682

HLC
Documents:
• Criteria for Accreditation, effective January 201383

• Obligations of Affiliation84

• Federal compliance requirements85

• Assumed practices in Effect Prior to September 1, 201786

• 2018 Institutional Update Questions87

Standards related to student outcomes: 
• 4.A.6.: The institution evaluates the success of its graduates. The institution 

assures that the degree or certificate programs it represents as preparation for 



31 Center for American Progress | How College Accreditors Miss the Mark on Student Outcomes

advanced study or employment accomplish these purposes. For all programs, 
the institution looks to indicators it deems appropriate to its mission, such as 
employment rates, admission rates to advanced degree programs, and participa-
tion rates in fellowships, internships, and special programs (e.g., Peace Corps 
and AmeriCorps).

• 4.C.: The institution demonstrates a commitment to educational improvement 
through ongoing attention to retention, persistence, and completion rates in its 
degree and certificate programs.

 – 4.C.1: The institution has defined goals for student retention, persistence, 
and completion that are ambitious but attainable and appropriate to its 
mission, student populations, and education offerings.

 – 4.C.2.: The institution collects and analyzes information on student reten-
tion, persistence, and completion of its programs.

 – 4.C.3.: The institution uses information on student retention, persistence, 
and completion of its programs to make improvements as warranted by 
the data.

 – 4.C.4.: The institution’s processes and methodologies for collecting and 
analyzing information on student retention, persistence, and completion 
of programs reflect good practice. (Institutions are not required to use 
IPEDS definitions in their determination).

Institutions: 

1. Southern West Virginia Community and Technical College, 201388

2. Arizona State University, 201389

SACSCOC
Documents

1. The Principles of Accreditation: Foundations for Quality Enhancements,  
effective January 1, 201290

2. The Principles of Accreditation: Foundations for Quality Enhancements,  
effective January 1, 201891
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3. Resource Manual for the Principles of Accreditation: Foundations for Quality 
Enhancement, 201892

4. Reaffirmation of Accreditation and Subsequent Reports93

5. Compliance Certification94

6. Handbook for Institutions Seeking Reaffirmation95

7. Portions of annual report and finance forms96

8. Quality Enhancement Plan Guidelines97

Standards related to student outcomes:
• 2012: 4.1.: The institution evaluates success with respect to student achieve-

ment consistent with its mission. Criteria may include: enrollment data; reten-
tion, graduation, course completion, and job placement rates; state licensing 
examinations; student portfolios; or other means of demonstrating achievement 
of goals. 

• 2018: 8.1.: The institution identifies, evaluates, and publishes goals and out-
comes for student achievement appropriate to the institution’s mission, the 
nature of the students it serves, and the kinds of programs offered. The institu-
tion uses multiple measures to document student success.

Institutions

1. Louisiana State University and Agricultural and Mechanical College, 201398

2. University of South Carolina Upstate, 201199

MSCHE
Documents

1. Characteristics of Excellence in Higher Education: Requirements of Affiliation 
and Standards for Accreditation, last revised March 2011100

2. Standards for Accreditation and Requirements for Affiliation, effective the 
2017-18 academic year101

3. Institutional Report Template: Verification of Compliance With Accreditation-
Relevant Federal Regulations102

4. Self-Study: Creating a Useful Process and Report103

5. Overview of the Annual Institutional Update104
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Standards related to student outcomes: 
• 2011: Standard 8: The institution seeks to admit students whose interests, goals, 

and abilities are congruent with its mission and seeks to retain them through the 
pursuit of the students’ educational goals. An accredited institution is expected 
to possess or demonstrate … ongoing assessment of student success, including 
but not necessarily limited to retention, that evaluates the match between the 
attributes of admitted students and the institution’s mission and programs, and 
reflects its findings in its admissions, remediation, and other related policies.

• 2011: Standard 14: Assessment of student learning demonstrates that … 
students have knowledge, skills, and competencies consistent with institutional 
and appropriate higher education goals. Indirect evidence, including retention, 
graduation, placement rates and surveys of students and alumni, can be vital … 
but such information alone is insufficient. 

• 2017-18: Standard IV: The institution commits to student retention, persis-
tence, completion, and success through a coherent and effective support system 
sustained by qualified professionals, which enhances the quality of the learning 
environment, contributes to the educational experience, and fosters student 
success.

• 2017-18: Standard V.2.b.: Articulate how they prepare students in a manner 
consistent with their mission for successful careers, meaningful lives, and, where 
appropriate, further education. They should collect and provide data on the 
extent to which they are meeting these goals.

Institutions 

1. The Pennsylvania State University, 2015105

2. Hostos Community College of The City University of New York, 2012106

WSCUC
Documents

1. 2013 Handbook of Accreditation Revised107

2. Handbook of Accreditation 2013 Revised Quick Reference Guide108

3. 2013 Standards at a Glance109

4. Title IV Compliance Policy110
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5. Using Evidence in the WSCUC Accreditation Process: A Guide for 
Institutions111 

6. Annual Report Submission Guide112

Standards related to student outcomes

Standard 2.10: The institution demonstrates that students make timely progress 
toward the completion of their degrees and that an acceptable proportion of 
students complete their degrees in a timely fashion, given the institution’s mission, 
the nature of the students it serves, and the kinds of programs it offers. The institu-
tion collects and analyzes student data, disaggregated by appropriate demographic 
categories and areas of study. It tracks achievement, satisfaction, and the extent 
to which the campus climate supports student success. The institution regularly 
identifies the characteristics of its students; assesses their preparation, needs, and 
experiences; and uses these data to improve student achievement.

2.10 Guidelines: The institution disaggregates data according to racial, ethnic, 
gender, age, economic status, disability, and other categories, as appropriate. The 
institution benchmarks its retention and graduation rates against its own aspira-
tions as well as the rates of peer institutions.

Institutions

1. San Diego State University, 2015113

2. California State University San Marcos, 2015114

ACCJC
Documents

5. Accreditation Standards, adopted June 2014115

6. Eligibility Requirements for Accreditation116

7. Policy on Institutional Compliance with Title IV117

8. 2018 Annual Report and Example of Annual Report-Kapi’olani Community 
College118

9. Institution and Team Guidance for ACCJC Standard I.B.3 (Institution-set 
Standards)119

Standards related to student outcomes:
• I.A.2.: The institution uses data to determine how effectively it is accomplishing 

1. Accreditation Standards, adopted June 2014115

2. Eligibility Requirements for Accreditation116

3. Policy on Institutional Compliance with Title IV117

4. 2018 Annual Report and Example of Annual Report-Kapi’olani Community 
College118

5. Institution and Team Guidance for ACCJC Standard I.B.3 (Institution-set 
Standards)119
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its mission, and whether the mission directs institutional priorities in meeting 
the educational needs of students.

• I.B.1.: The institution demonstrates a sustained, substantive and collegial dialog 
about student outcomes, student equity, academic quality, institutional effec-
tiveness, and continuous improvement of student learning and achievement.

• I.B.3.: The institution establishes institution-set standards for student achieve-
ment, appropriate to its mission, assesses how with it is achieving them in 
pursuit of continuous improvement, and publishes this information.

• I.B.6.: The institution disaggregates and analyzes learning outcomes and 
achievement for subpopulations of students. When the institution identifies 
performance gaps, it implements strategies, which may include allocation or 
reallocation of human, fiscal and other resources, to mitigate those gaps and 
evaluates the efficacy of those strategies.

• II.A.1.: All instructional programs, regardless of location or means of delivery, 
including distance education and correspondence education, are offered in 
fields of study consistent with the institution’s mission, are appropriate to higher 
education, and culminate in student attainment of identified student learning 
outcomes, and achievement of degrees, certificates, employment, or transfer to 
other higher education programs.

Institutions

1. MiraCosta College, 2016120

2. Napa Valley College, 2015121

NWCCU
Documents

1. Standards for Accreditation, 2010122

2. NWCCU Standards, updated123

3. 2017 Annual Report124
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Standards related to student outcomes: 
• 1.B.2.: The institution establishes objectives for each of its core themes and 

identifies meaningful, assessable, and verifiable indicators of achievement 
that form the basis for evaluating accomplishment of the objectives of its core 
themes.

• 4.A.1.: The institution engages in ongoing systematic collection and analysis 
of meaningful, assessable, and verifiable data—quantitative and/or qualitative, 
as appropriate to its indicators of achievement—as the basis for evaluating the 
accomplishment of its core theme objectives. 

• 4.A.2.: The institution engages in an effective system of evaluation of its 
programs and services, wherever offered and however delivered, to evaluate 
achievement of clearly identified program goals or intended outcomes.

Institutions

1. Eastern Washington University, 2015125

2. Bellingham Technical College, 2014126 
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