
H A N D B O O K for

P E R I O D I C
R E V I E W
R E P O R T S

TWELFTH EDITION

Middle States Commission on Higher Education



HANDBOOK FOR

PERIODIC
REVIEW
REPORTS

TWELFTH EDITION

Middle States Commission on Higher Education



Published by the

Middle States Commission on Higher Education
3624 Market Street
Philadelphia, PA 19104

Telephone: (267) 284–5000
Fax: (215) 662–5501
www.msche.org

© 2011 by the Middle States Commission on Higher Education
All rights reserved.

First edition September 1982; Second edition July 1984; Third edition March 1988; Fourth edition
January 1989; Fifth edition January 1990; Sixth edition January 1995; Seventh edition February 1998;
Eighth edition March 2000; Ninth edition February 2004; Tenth edition January 2007; Eleventh edition
November 2008; Twelfth edition February 2011. 

This edition supersedes all previous editions.

Permission is granted to colleges and universities within the jurisdiction of the Middle States Commission
on Higher Education to photocopy this handbook for the purpose of institutional self-study and peer
review. The text of these standards also may be downloaded from the Commission’s website. Bound
copies may be purchased through the publications order form, also available on the website.

Printed in the United States of America

ii

Handbook for Periodic Review Reports



Contents

Page

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . v

1. Guidelines for Institutional Reports . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1

Goals and Objectives . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2

The Contents of the Periodic Review Report . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2

Note for Institutions with Related Entities . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6

Steps in Preparing a Periodic Review Report . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6

2. Guidelines for External Reviewers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10

Reviewing Materials . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14

Preparing the Report . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14

Submitting the Report and the Confidential Brief . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18

The Finance Associate’s Report . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19

Attending the PRR Committee Meeting . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20

3. The Institution’s Response and Commission Review. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21

Commission Review . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21

Deadlines . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 22

Figures:

1. Sample Cover Page for the PRR . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  8

2. Sample Cover Page for the External Reviewers’ Report . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11

3. Template for the PRR Reviewers’ Report . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12

4. Summary of Actions PRR Reviewers May Take or Recommend to the Commission . 16

5. Template for the PRR Reviewers’ Confidential Brief . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17

Appendix:

Assessing Student Learning and Institutional Effectiveness:
Understanding Middle States Expectations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23

iii

Handbook for Periodic Review Reports





Introduction

A
ccreditation is the means of self-regulation and peer review adopted by the
educational community. The accrediting process is intended to strengthen and sustain 
the quality and integrity of higher education, making it worthy of public confidence    
and minimizing the scope of external control. The extent to which each educational

institution accepts and fulfills the responsibilities inherent in the process is a measure of its
concern for freedom and quality in higher education and its commitment to striving for and
achieving excellence in its endeavors.

Middle States accreditation is an expression of confidence in an institution’s mission and goals, 
its performance, and its resources. Based upon the results of institutional review by peers and
colleagues assigned by the Commission, accreditation attests to the judgment of the
Commission on Higher Education that an institution has met the following criteria:

Ø that it has a mission appropriate to higher education;

Ø that it is guided by well-defined and appropriate goals, including goals for student
learning;

Ø that it has established conditions and procedures under which its mission and goals
can be realized;

Ø that it assesses both institutional effectiveness and student learning outcomes, and 
uses the results for improvement;

Ø that it is accomplishing its mission and goals substantially;

Ø that it is so organized, staffed, and supported that it can be expected to continue 
to accomplish its mission and goals; and

Ø that it meets the requirements of affiliation and the accreditation standards of the 
Middle States Commission on Higher Education.

Accreditation is a continuing status which, once conferred, is not removed except for cause
and then only with observance of due process. A responsible accrediting program necessarily
includes the periodic review of accredited institutions, both for their benefit and for the
fulfillment of the Commission’s accountability to the public and to the academic community.

Accreditation by the Commission follows a period of candidacy lasting up to five years. The
Middle States Commission on Higher Education reviews institutions periodically through either 
on-site evaluation or other reports. Accreditation is continued only as a result of periodic
reviews and evaluations of institutional achievements. 

One of the principles of voluntary accreditation is that no institution accredited by the Middle
States Commission on Higher Education will be permitted to go longer than five years without
a substantive report to the Commission or longer than 10 years without an evaluation visit. 

The Periodic Review Report (PRR), due five years after the decennial self-study and
reaffirmation of accreditation, is a retrospective, current, and prospective analysis of the
institution. As an essential phase of the accreditation cycle, the PRR should demonstrate that
the institution meets the standards by which the Commission reaffirms or denies accredited
status.
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This Handbook is designed to assist institutions and reviewers in understanding the purpose of
the PRR and its place in the accreditation cycle, as well as to provide guidance to those on
campuses who are entrusted with preparing the final document. A section of this booklet also
is addressed specifically to the external reviewers appointed by the Commission to analyze
and report on the status of institutions that have PRRs under consideration.

The Commission staff stands ready to be of assistance and should be called upon if further
information or clarification is needed.

vi
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1
Guidelines for Institutional Reports

T
he Periodic Review Report ordinarily is submitted five years after an institution’s
decennial self-study and evaluation team visit. As a retrospective, current, and
prospective analysis of an institution, the PRR provides significant institutional progress 
and planning information to the Commission on Higher Education and assists the

Commission in determining whether the institution remains in and can sustain compliance
with accreditation standards. The preparation of a PRR, like that of a self-study document,
provides opportunities for constructive discussion among the institution’s several
constituencies, bringing various points of view to the consideration of recent institutional
developments and current institutional issues. 

At its best, the periodic review of accredited institutions is a creative means of assisting in the
continuous assessment of the institutions’ educational mission, goals, and objectives. Ideally,
self-review should be an integral and ongoing activity on every campus, only incidentally
related to calendars and accreditation but constantly keyed to the natural relationship
between self-study and educational planning. The more self-study and evaluation are seen as
directly related to institutional planning, viability, and quality, the more valuable the self-study
and evaluation process will be to the institution. The resulting report should serve as a useful
planning and development document for the institution. A successful PRR process also allows
an institution to reflect upon and acknowledge its progress and accomplishments and to
develop plans or create consensus regarding important next steps.

An institution will receive notification on several occasions about the due date of its PRR: 
(1) when the Commission sends formal action letters on accreditation status following
reaffirmation, review of follow-up reports, and review of reports related to special visits; 
(2) when institutions are invited to participate in PRR workshops; and (3) when notice is sent
to all institutions due to submit PRRs in the next year.

It is the responsibility of each institution to allow sufficient time for adequate preparation of a
useful PRR. The experience of the Commission is that, on average, two years from initiation of 
the process to submission of the report are needed. In the spring of each year, the
Commission offers PRR workshops for institutions whose reports are due two years later.
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Goals and Objectives

The PRR is intended to achieve the following goals and objectives:

Goals

1) To help institutions gauge their progress in achieving their own goals and objectives

2) To enable the Commission to assess the current status, as well as the future prospects,
of institutions, within the framework of the Commission’s accreditation standards

3) To fulfill the Commission’s accountability to the public, the academic community at
large, and its member institutions

Objectives

1) To assess the impact of significant major developments, changes, or challenges
subsequent to the last evaluation

2) To assess the institution’s response to recommendations resulting from the previous
evaluation

3) To review the institution’s enrollment trends, financial status, and enrollment and
financial projections

4) To determine the current status of the implementation of processes for the assessment
of institutional effectiveness and the assessment of student learning outcomes
(Accreditation Standards 7 and 14)

5) To assess the extent to which linked institutional planning and budgeting processes are
in place

The Contents of the Periodic Review Report

The Periodic Review Report is not a mini-self-study, and it is not the Commission’s intention
to require voluminous reports to fulfill the PRR requirement. The emphasis is on brevity in
providing required information. Most Periodic Review Reports will require approximately 50
pages. However, the actual length of the report will depend on factors such as the number of
issues the institution must address, institutional complexity, and the intended institutional uses
for the document.

Institutions that are actively engaged in continuous planning and assessment are strongly
encouraged to submit documentation from regular processes. In the event that such
documentation is not available, a description of the process used by the institution,
accompanied by appropriate detail and examples, should be provided.

Institutions are encouraged to utilize information previously submitted to MSCHE as a source
of data for analysis. For example, annually updated institutional profiles submitted since the
previous self-study could provide some of the data needed to complete the PRR.

2
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The Periodic Review Report consists of the following sections: 

1) An executive summary

2) A summary description of the institution’s responses to recommendations 
from the previous evaluation and to Commission actions

3) A brief narrative identifying the institution’s major challenges and/or current
opportunities

4) Analysis of enrollment and finance data for the period covered by the institution's
strategic plan (but not less than the current year and three future years), including
enrollment and fiscal trends from the three previous years and assumptions upon
which projections are based. 

5) Evidence of sustained and organized processes to assess institutional effectiveness
and student learning, and evidence that the results of such processes are being used
to improve programs and services and to inform planning and resource allocation
decisions

6) Evidence that linked institutional planning and budgeting processes are 
in place

A detailed discussion of the contents of each of these sections of the PRR follows.

1) Executive Summary

This important summary should be prepared after the entire PRR has been completed, but it
should appear as a preface to the document.

The executive summary of no more than five pages in length should include:

Ø a brief introductory overview of the institution, including references to mission,
enrollment, educational offerings, structures, and resources that will provide
appropriate institutional context for the reader of the PRR;

Ø summary information on the institution’s approach to the preparation of the PRR;

Ø a summary of major institutional changes and developments since the decennial
evaluation, to the extent that such changes are relevant to one or more accreditation
standards; and

Ø an abstract of the highlights of the PRR in narrative form.

The completed and signed PRR Certification Statement, which is available on the
Commission's website (Publications/Forms on Line), should be attached to the Executive
Summary. The Certification Statement attests to the institution's compliance with MSCHE
requirements of affiliation and federal Title IV requirements.    

The Certification Statement is updated regularly to address relevant HEOA regulations
including those that pertain to distance education, transfer of credit, and other issues.
Institutions with Related Entities should attach that completed certification form as well.

2) Summary of institution’s response to recommendations 
from the previous evaluation and to Commission actions

Previous Evaluation

Statements labeled as recommendations in a self-study report or evaluation team report
address issues relative to an institution's continuing compliance with accreditation standards.
The Commission expects an institution to consider all recommendations produced during an
evaluation. In this section of the PRR all recommendations from the previous decennial
evaluation---those in the institution's self-study report and those in the evaluation team
report---should be reviewed and analyzed thoroughly in order to provide a critical appraisal of 
actions taken or decisions made regarding the recommendations.

3
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Many institutions with numerous recommendations group them in some way rather than
address them individually. Institutions may find it useful to include an index of
recommendations in chart form as an appendix to the PRR.

If a recommendation was considered but rejected, this section of the PRR should provide the
rationale for that decision and describe the alternative action taken by the institution to
address the issue raised in the self-study report or team report.

The description of institutional responses to recommendations need not include:

Ø Responses to team comments labeled suggestions in the team report. Suggestions
provide collegial advice to an institution but do not rise to the level of
recommendations.

Ø Substantive discussion of recommendations that have already been addressed in
progress reports or monitoring reports to the Commission. Instead, the content of the
previous report(s) should be briefly summarized.

Commission Actions

On occasion the Commission explicitly asks in an official action that an institution provide in
its PRR an update on progress in a specific area or areas. Commission actions are
communicated to the institution in action letters and are included in the institution's Statement 
of Accreditation Status, available in the Institutional Directory on the Commission's website.
An institution that has been requested to provide specific documentation in the PRR can do so 
in this section on responses to recommendations, in a separate section labeled "response to
Commission request for information about [the topic(s)]," or in the appropriate section of the
PRR (e.g., requested documentation about assessment could be incorporated into section 5
on assessment). Wherever in the PRR the response to the Commission's request for
information is included, it should be explicitly identified as such.

3) Narrative identifying major challenges and/or opportunities

Identify briefly what the institution sees as its most important challenges or opportunities over
the next five years, consistent with the information and analysis contained elsewhere in the
PRR. Only challenges and opportunities with particular relevance to one or more accreditation 
standards should be addressed, and the institution must clearly identify which standards relate
to each challenge or opportunity described.

This section of the PRR is designed to allow the institution maximum opportunity to record
briefly and to analyze its chief accomplishments and any significant obstacles or challenges.
Among these developments could be changes in mission, programs, institutional effectiveness
(outcomes), student services, facilities and other institutional resources, administrative
organization, governing board, governance structures, personnel and management,
institutional research and planning, policies and procedures, admissions, enrollment
management, retention and attrition, and financial condition.

4) Enrollment and finance trends and projections

The Periodic Review Report should include, either within the report or as companion
documents:

Ø The institutional financial plan for the period covered by the institution’s strategic plan, 
but not less than the current year and three future years (plans might vary depending
on the institution and should include such things as budgets, pro forma projections,
and strategic plans tied to the budget);

Ø The audited financial statements and management letters or their equivalents covering
the three previous years;

Ø The financial information submitted to IPEDS for the three previous years;

Ø Actual enrollment for the current year and the three previous years; and

4

Handbook for Periodic Review Reports



Ø Projected enrollment for the period covered by the institution’s financial plan, but not
less than three future years.

In addition to describing the status and projections for enrollment and finance through
narrative, charts, and diagrams, it is expected that the projections will be accompanied by
appropriate assumptions (e.g., graduate enrollment will increase due to new programs; state
funding will remain stable) or other evidence to demonstrate their plausibility. When
presenting the enrollment data, it is useful to categorize the data by programs and/or levels
(e.g., undergraduate, graduate, or other) and to relate these data to current and future fiscal
information. 

Fiscal information applies to both operational and capital accounts. This information 
will be viewed in relation to the audited financial statements and management letters 
(or equivalent fiscal accountability data) and IPEDS financial information accompanying the
Periodic Review Report. The institution’s fiscal analysis should incorporate financial indicators
or ratios (such as those developed by KPMG and Moody's), as such ratios are useful and
meaningful to the analysis.

Institutions may find it helpful to review the suggested questions for PRR finance associates in
Chapter 2 of this Handbook.

5) Organized and sustained processes to assess institutional effectiveness
and student learning

This section of the PRR should be informed by the Commission's expectations for assessment
conveyed in Standard 7 on Institutional Assessment and in Standard 14 on the Assessment of
Student Learning. Further explanation is provided in the Appendix to this handbook,
"Assessing Student Learning and Institutional Effectiveness: Understanding Middle States
Expectations." The Commission expects that the institution defines clearly articulated
institutional and unit-level goals, including student learning outcomes at the institutional,
program, and course level; implements strategies to achieve those goals; assesses achievement 
of those goals; and uses the results of those assessments to improve programs, services,
teaching and learning to inform planning and resource allocation decisions.

This section should provide a thorough overview and analysis of the institution's assessment
processes. The Appendix provides guidance as to what should be documented and what kinds 
of evidence should be provided. The analysis should be supported, as appropriate, by
attaching key assessment documents as appendices.

If recommendations from the previous decennial evaluation relate to assessment, they can be
discussed in the section of the PRR on the institution's responses to recommendations from the 
evaluation and cross-referenced in this section, or cross-referenced in the responses section
and discussed in depth here. If, in a previous action, the Commission has requested the
institution to document in its PRR progress with regard to assessment, it is appropriate to
provide that documentation in this section.

6) Linked institutional planning and budgeting processes

Accreditation Standard 2 (Planning, Resource Allocation, and Institutional Renewal) provides
the primary context for this final section of the PRR:

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

This section should provide a thorough overview and analysis of the institution's planning and
budgeting processes, with particular attention to demonstrating how those processes are
integrated and linked. The analysis should be supported, as appropriate, by attaching key
planning documents as appendices.

Handbook for Periodic Review Reports
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If recommendations from the previous decennial evaluation relate to planning, they can be
discussed in the section of the PRR on the institution's responses to recommendations from the 
evaluation and cross-referenced in this section, or cross-referenced in the responses section
and discussed in depth here. If, in a previous action, the Commission has requested the
institution to document in its PRR progress with regard to planning, it is appropriate to provide 
that documentation in this section.

Note for Institutions with Related Entities

At some applicant, candidate, or accredited institutions, the institution's governing board
shares decision-making responsibility related to Commission accreditation standards with one
or more non-accredited "related" entities. The shared decision-making often involves the
functions and operations of academic programming, finances, planning, governance, budget
and approval processes, recruitment, information systems, or employee compensation.

A related entity may be a corporate parent, system administration or board, religious sponsor,
funding sponsor (which, in some cases, may include an equity or investment fund), or other
entity that can affect decisions related to accreditation standards. Related entities may include
institutional or corporate layers or groups. Ordinarily, local, county, and state legislatures,
other accreditors, local advisory boards, and government agencies are not considered to be
related entities.

The Periodic Review Report of an institution with a related entity should describe and 
analyze the relationship with that entity whenever appropriate in the several sections of the
report and in any discussion of the institution's compliance with the Commission's standards.
A certification form from the related entity, as provided in the Commission's policy, "Related
Entities," must be attached to the Executive Summary in the PRR.

Steps in Preparing a Periodic Review Report

There are 9 essential steps that institutions follow in developing the Periodic Review Report.

Step 1: Organize for the task

For most institutions, organizing for the PRR involves the designation of an existing or newly
created committee to coordinate the effort and write the final document. The preparation of 
a PRR, just like a self-study, should involve various campus constituencies including faculty,
staff, administration, and the board of trustees. Adequate time should be allocated to the
preparation of the PRR. On average, two years from initiation of the process to the submission 
of the report are needed. Prior to submitting the PRR to the Commission, representatives of
the campus groups should have adequate opportunity to discuss and respond to the draft
PRR.

Step 2: Review documents relating to previous evaluation and
Commission actions

Those with responsibility for the PRR process should review these important background
documents:

a) the institution’s self-study report from the previous decennial evaluation

b) the report of the evaluation team

c) the formal institutional response to the team report 

d) Commission action(s) following the decennial evaluation or follow-up report(s)--- these
are sent to the institution in action letters and are also included in the institution's
Statement of Accreditation Status

e) any follow-up report(s) required by the Commission

6

Handbook for Periodic Review Reports



f) the institution's Statement of Accreditation Status, available in the Institutional Directory
on the Commission's website

Familiarity with these documents should be sufficient to assure that the significance of current
institutional developments is clear to any leaders of the PRR process who are not closely
involved in the daily affairs of the institution or who were not direct participants in the
previous self-study process.

Those involved in the PRR process also should be familiar with this Handbook and with
Characteristics of Excellence in Higher Education.

Step 3: Collect other essential data

Develop an annotated inventory of institutional reports, evaluations, data collections, and
other documents that have a clear relationship to the various components of the PRR as
outlined above. The inventory should include both paper documents and those available
electronically. 

Other documents that should be gathered or made accessible include:

Ø institutional profiles submitted to MSCHE annually since the last evaluation visit (Note: 
These profiles include enrollment and financial data that may be useful.)

Ø substantive change requests submitted to the Commission (if any)

Ø audited financial statements and management letters (or equivalents) for the previous
three years

Ø institutional budget documents

Ø institutional planning documents

Ø outcomes assessment plans and results (or similar documents) relative to both the
assessment of institutional effectiveness and the assessment of student learning

Step 4: Organize, analyze, and interpret data

As is the case with the decennial self-study report, a primary purpose of the Periodic Review
Report is to advance institutional self-understanding and self-improvement. The PRR,
therefore, is most useful when it is analytical and forward-looking rather than defensive or
solely descriptive, when it is used both to identify problems and to develop solutions to them,
and when it identifies opportunities for growth and development. The PRR is of equal
importance with the decennial evaluation as an accreditation event and preparing it should be 
a useful activity, planned and executed carefully, and not simply a formal exercise. It will be
most helpful if it is seen as a component of continuous institutional self-assessment.

Data must be analyzed and interpreted. Assertions should be supported by evidence.
Recommendations for improvements should be made when appropriate.

Step 5: Write the draft report

The PRR is not intended to duplicate a self-study report and is not expected to be as lengthy.
It should follow the format provided in the section of this handbook on “The Contents of the
Periodic Review Report” and should include all of the contents described there.

A typical PRR is about 50 pages in length, supported by relevant documentation to
accompany the narrative report. The 50 page length is cited as a guideline; some reports may
require more than 50 pages, while others may be shorter. Among other factors, the number of 
recommendations from the previous evaluation and the extent of change the institution has
undergone since the evaluation will affect the length of the text.

While working for brevity, be as explicit and precise as the nature of the material permits.
Discuss subjects fully enough so that readers are able to assess the situation at the institution.
The report should be analytical and not simply descriptive. Cite and interpret evidence, as
necessary, to strengthen and clarify the report. Use and attach existing documents whenever
possible. Include specific page numbers for all exhibits referred to in the text.

7
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When preparing materials, keep in mind the several audiences the PRR will reach. The PRR
should not be simply a response to a Commission requirement for reporting but, instead,
should be used for the benefit of the institution itself. The internal audience (and possible
external audiences beyond the Commission) should be kept in mind when preparing the final
report.

Step 6: Conduct an institutional review of the content of the draft report

Just as a self-study report should accurately represent the entire institution, so should the PRR.
The institution should take appropriate steps to ensure community-wide involvement in and
awareness of the PRR process.

Step 7: Edit the final report

The final edited report should include a functional cover page (example follows) with the
institution’s name and location, the date, and the chief executive officer’s name and title. 
The report should be securely stapled together or bound, not placed loosely in a folder.

Step 8: Prepare the executive summary & PRR Certification Statement

Be succinct, address the items detailed earlier in this Handbook, and limit the executive
summary to five pages. Attach the completed and signed Certification Statement, which is
available on the Commission's website (Publications/Forms on Line). The Certification
Statement attests to the institution's compliance with MSCHE requirements of affiliation and
federal Title IV requirements. It is updated regularly to address relevant HEOA regulations
including those that pertain to distance education, transfer of credit, and other issues.
Institutions with Related Entities should attach that completed certification form as well. 

Step 9: Submit, by June 1, the following PRR package to each of the 
two external reviewers and the finance associate, and two copies of the
package to the Commission office. The names of and contact information
for the three evaluators will be provided by the Commission office by May
15.

In hard copy:

      a) The Periodic Review Report (including its executive summary, the Certification      
Statement, and, if appropriate, the Related Entities Certification;

b) The institution's most recent MSCHE "Institutional Profile."

Note that electronic versions of the executive summary, Certification Statement and Related
Entities Certification will also be uploaded by the institution to the MSCHE website by
September 1 (see Chapter 3).

8
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Sample Cover Page for the Periodic Review Report

Periodic Review Report

Presented by:  (Name and location of Institution)

(Date)

Chief Executive Officer Name & Title

Date of the most recent decennial evaluation team's visit:
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Electronically on a CD or flash drive:

a) Current catalog(s). Note: the URL can be provided for online catalogs in lieu of 
downloading the catalog to a CD or flash drive; 

b) The institutional financial plan for the period covered by the institution's strategic 
plan, but not less than current and three future years (plans might vary, depending on 
the institution, and should include such things as budgets, pro forma projections, and 
strategic plans tied to the budget);

c) The audited financial statements and accompanying management letters, or their 
equivalents, covering the three previous years;

d) The financial information submitted to IPEDS for the three previous years; 

e) Assessment plans that address institutional effectiveness and student learning, 
if available as separate documents, or descriptions of assessment processes 
and results;

f) Institutional planning documents (e.g., strategic, long-range, master plan) or 
equivalents, to which there are references in the narrative of the PRR;

g) Other institutional documents to which there are references in the narrative of 
the PRR.
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2
Guidelines for External Reviewers

T
he task of an external reviewer is closely akin to that of an on-site evaluator following
an institutional self-study, although in this case there is no campus visit involved.
External reviewers constitute a group of individuals assigned to analyze and evaluate
Periodic Review Reports. Each institutional report will be reviewed by two external

reviewers, a member of the Commission’s professional staff, and a special finance associate.
External reviewers serve as “First Reviewer” on one report and as “Second Reviewer” on a
second report.

In addition, a “finance associate” will be assigned to review each institution’s financial
documents and to prepare a brief summary analysis. Within this chapter, the section entitled
“The Finance Associate’s Report” describes the distinct role and responsibility of the finance
associate.

The special responsibility of the first reviewer is both to draft and to finalize the external
reviewers’ report, utilizing the contribution and input of the second reviewer in a manner
that produces a document that both reviewers can accept and for which they can be
advocates. Finally, based on their own report and that of the finance associate, the external
reviewers develop a confidential brief that includes their recommendation to the Commission
regarding the institution’s accreditation.

In general, the PRR is a retrospective, current, and prospective appraisal of an institution,
subsequent to its last decennial evaluation. It is a detailed progress report required of all
institutions whose accreditation has been reaffirmed within the past five years and is intended
to achieve the goals and objectives listed earlier in this handbook. External reviewers should
keep in mind that the PRR is not a self-study. However, it should be as analytical as it is
descriptive, it should be candid and forthright, and it should provide an accurate and current
picture of the institution. 
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The Commission relies on the personal and professional integrity of individuals to refuse any
assignment where the potential for an actual or perceived conflict of interest exists. The
Commission will not assign a volunteer peer evaluator under any of the following
circumstances known to the Commission. The Commission also expects any volunteer peer
evaluator acting on behalf of the Commission to recuse himself or herself from any discussion
or accreditation decision if any of the following conditions exist:

Ø  the individual’s home institution is part of the same public or private system;

Ø the individual has been a candidate for employment in the evaluated institution within 
the past year;

Ø the individual has been employed by the institution within the past five years;

Ø the individual belongs to the governing body of the institution;

Ø the individual has a personal, business, consultative, or other interest in or relationship
with the institution under review and consideration, or with its affiliates, partners, or
other constituents or interested parties, that could affect his or her objectivity;

Ø the individual or the individual’s institution has a material interest in a particular
accreditation outcome, based on a significant business or other fiduciary agreement
(excluding routine articulation or similar inter-institutional agreements);

Ø the individual has a family member who is an employee, board member, candidate
for employment, applicant for student enrollment, or enrolled student at the
institution. A "family member" is a spouse, partner, parent, grandparent, child,
grandchild, sibling, aunt, or uncle, whether by blood, marriage, or adoption, or any
other person in the individual's household;

(continued on page 13)
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Figure 2

Sample Cover Page for the External Reviewers’ Report

Report to
Faculty, Administration, Trustees, Students

of
Phil's College

Punxsutawney, PA  12345

Prepared following analysis of the institution's
Periodic Review Report

First Reviewer:
(Name, title, and affiliation)

Second Reviewer:
(Name, title, and affiliation)

(Date Prepared)
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Figure 3

Template for the PRR Reviewers’ Report

Throughout the report and in summary at its conclusion, the reviewers should provide
suggestions, recommendations, and requirements, as appropriate.

Suggestions express collegial advice for institutional consideration and may be
included, based on accreditation standards, the reviewers’ professional experiences, or
the Commission’s non-binding suggestions in its various published guidelines which
have been developed with peer input. Suggestions should be integrated at appropriate
points within the preceding text of the report.

Recommendations, distinct from suggestions, are reserved for aspects of an institution
where, in the reviewers’ judgment, improvement is advised in order to continue to
meet the requirements of affiliation or accreditation standards in Characteristics of
Excellence in Higher Education. These recommendations should be based on the
reviewers’ explicit findings of fact and should reference the appropriate requirement
of affiliation or accreditation standard.

Requirements indicate that the institution does not comply with one or more 
requirements of affiliation or accreditation standards in Characteristics of Excellence in
Higher Education. The reviewers should state specifically in what ways the institution
fails to meet a requirement or a standard and, when appropriate, the reviewers should
specify particular steps that should be taken in order to meet those requirements of
affiliation or accreditation standards.

Suggestions and recommendations are consistent with reaffirmation of accreditation.
A requirement necessitates the Commission placing the institution on warning, probation, 
or show cause.  See Figure 4, Summary of Actions PRR Reviewers May Take or Recommend
to the Commission, and the section of this chapter on Submitting the Report. 

Note that the recommendation regarding accreditation action that the reviewers will make to
the Commission, including any requests for specific follow-up activities, should not be
included in this report or otherwise communicated to the institution.  Instead, it should be
submitted to the Commission in the reviewers’ confidential brief.

The reviewers’ report usually follows the order of the PRR being reviewed:

I. Introduction

The reviewers should provide general comments on the adequacy and usefulness of the
Periodic Review Report, including commendations to the institution for the quality of the PRR
process and/or report, and/or for progress to date.

II. Responses to Recommendations from the Previous Decennial Evaluation

The reviewers should evaluate the adequacy and appropriateness of the institution’s responses 
to any recommendations made in its own self-study and in the visiting team’s report from the
previous decennial evaluation, which have not been addressed in previous progress reports or
monitoring reports to the Commission.  An institution need not accept all of the team’s
recommendations, but the PRR should reflect careful consideration of the recommendations
and should provide a rationale for not accepting a team recommendation.  Suggestions made
by the team but not explicitly labeled as recommendations need not be addressed in the PRR. 

III. Major Challenges and/or Opportunities

The reviewers should evaluate the analysis in the PRR of the institution’s major challenges
and/or opportunities, and comment on any impact those challenges and opportunities may
have on the institution’s continuing compliance with the Commission’s requirements of
affiliation and accreditation standards.

Continued Ø



(continued from page 11)

Ø the individual or his or her immediate family member is an alumnus or alumna of the
institution. An "immediate family member" is a spouse, partner, minor child, other
dependent, or any other person in the individual's household;

Ø the individual or his or her immediate family members hold shares of stock (excluding
shares held indirectly through mutual funds, insurance policies or blind trusts) in an
applicant, candidate, or accredited institution, or their respective parent company or
affiliated entity;

Ø in the individual’s or the Commission's judgment, there is any other circumstance that
could be perceived as a conflict of interest.

All Commissioners and volunteer peer evaluators will exercise their best efforts to comply with 
these guidelines for external reviewers. However, failure to comply with these guidelines does
not invalidate Commission actions nor constitute grounds for liability of the individual peer
evaluator, individual Commissioner, the Commission itself, or staff, unless applicable law so
requires.
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Figure 3 cont’d

IV. Enrollment and Finance Trends and Projections

The reviewers should evaluate the information provided in the PRR about the institution’s
enrollment and finance trends and projections and comment on any issues related to the
institution’s continuing compliance with the Commission’s requirements of affiliation and
accreditation standards.

V. Assessment Processes and Plans

Using Standard 7 on Institutional Assessment, Standard 14 on the Assessment of Student
Learning, and the fundamental elements related to assessment in the other standards, and
consulting the document, “Assessing Student Learning and Institutional Effectiveness:
Understanding Middle States Expectations,” which is the Appendix in the Handbook for
Periodic Review Reports, the reviewers should evaluate the current status of the institution’s
outcomes assessment processes. They should pay particular attention to the institution’s
assessment of its achievement of its goals at various levels, and to the use of the results of those 
assessments to improve programs and services and to inform planning and resource allocation.

VI.  Linked Institutional Planning and Budgeting Processes

Using Standard 2 on Planning, Resource Allocation, and Institutional Renewal, and other
references in the standards to planning, the reviewers should evaluate the linkages between
the institution’s planning and budgeting processes.

VII.  Conclusion

The reviewers should provide a summary of areas of institutional progress or areas of concerns, 
with particular attention to those with strong relation to the requirements of affiliation and
accreditation standards.  Any recommendations and requirements identified throughout the
report should be repeated here.  

The recommendation for accreditation action that the reviewers will make to the Commission
should not be included in the summary of recommendations and requirements.



Reviewing Materials

On or about June 1, reviewers will receive a packet of materials from each of the 
institutions to which they have been assigned. Reviewers should verify that the items listed
under Step 9 (page 8) are included. Should any of the materials be missing, the reviewer
should contact the institution.

At about the same time, the Commission office will send to the reviewers pertinent file
materials to facilitate their work. These materials will always include at least the Commission
letter communicating the most recent accreditation action and the report of the last evaluation 
team.

Soon after receiving these materials, each reviewer should contact the other reviewer with
whom he or she has been paired in order to agree upon the timeline for their collaboration.
Prior to reading the PRR and related materials, the reviewers should review this handbook,
paying particular attention to the institution's responsibilities in the preparation of its PRR. If,
upon initial review of the PRR, the reviewers believe that the report is inadequate, or that all
expected topics have not been covered, the first reviewer should immediately notify the
Commission vice president who is the institution's liaison. A vice president also may determine 
independently that a PRR is inadequate. In either instance, the vice president will determine
whether further action is appropriate. 

Preparing the Reviewers' Report

Prior to reading the PRR documents and preparing their report, the external reviewers should
be familiar with the requirements of affiliation and accreditation standards that are included in 
Characteristics of Excellence in Higher Education, and with relevant policies, such as "Related
Entities."

Reviewers should read carefully all documents provided by the institution, with primary
attention to the PRR itself, key support documents, and the report of the last evaluation team.

When preparing their reports, reviewers are reminded of the following:

Ø Aim for brevity, but brevity with substance. Most PRR reviewer reports require about
10 single-spaced pages to cover all of the issues adequately and well, although large or 
complex institutions may require longer reports.

Ø The institution has invested significant time and effort into preparing the PRR and
anticipates receiving substantial comments and helpful suggestions from the reviewers.

Ø The report has two distinct audiences: the institution and the Commission on Higher
Education.

Ø Although all financial documents will be provided to the reviewers, there will be a
separate analysis of the institution’s fiscal status prepared by a finance associate. 
A report from that person will be available to the reviewers and to the institution.

Ø All recommendations and requirements should be supported by clear descriptions of
the supporting facts and should specify the relevant requirements of affiliation or
accreditation standards.

The reviewers’ report will usually follow the order of the PRR being reviewed, and the
reviewers should follow the sample cover page (Figure 2) and the format indicated in the
Template for PRR Reviewers’ Report (Figure 3).
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If the reviewers determine that an issue is sufficiently urgent to require that the institution
address it prior to the next decennial evaluation (in five years), they may recommend that the
Commission request a progress report or monitoring report, or direct a visit to the institution.
See the Template for the PRR Reviewer’s Confidential Brief (Figure 5).

Note that the recommendation regarding accreditation action that the reviewers will make to 
the Commission, including any requests for specific follow-up activities, is separate from the
recommendations to the institution that are included in the reviewers’ report. The
accreditation action should not be included in the report or otherwise communicated to
the institution; instead, it will be submitted to the Commission in the reviewers’ confidential
brief.
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Figure 5

Template for the PRR Reviewers’ Confidential Brief

CONFIDENTIAL

PRR Reviewers’ Brief to the Commission on Higher Education

Institution Evaluated:

Date of Brief:

First Reviewer:

Second Reviewer:

I. Summary of Reviewers’ Report

The reviewers should briefly summarize for the Committee on Periodic Review Reports and
the Commission their report, incorporating key findings from the finance associate’s report,
which they received after submitting their own report.  They should keep in mind that the
members of the PRR Committee will read the executive summary of the PRR, the reviewers’
report, and the finance associate’s report.

II. Summary of Reviewers’ Recommendations and Requirements

The reviewers should repeat any recommendations or requirements that they identified in
their report.  If there are numerous recommendations, they may be summarized here.

III. Reviewers’ Recommendation for Commission Action

The recommended action should follow the Commission’s policy on range of actions, and its
wording should follow the Commission’s policy on standardized language.

If the reviewers' report includes commendations of the institution for (1) progress to date
and/or (2) the quality of the PRR process and/or (3) the quality of the PRR, the reviewers
should recommend that the Commission commend the institution in one or more of those
ways.

If their report contained only suggestions or recommendations, the reviewers should
recommend that the Commission reaffirm the institution's accreditation.

If the reviewers determine that an issue is sufficiently urgent to require that the institution
address it prior to the next decennial evaluation (in five years), they may recommend the
Commission request a progress report or monitoring report, or direct a visit to the institution.
This is consistent with reaffirmation of accreditation.

A progress report is appropriate if the Commission needs to be assured that the
institution is carrying out activities that were planned or were being implemented at the 
time the PRR was prepared. The due date for the letter may be no later than 24 months 
from the date of the Commission action, and it normally is October 1, November 1, 
or April 1.

                                                                                                                   continued Ø



Submitting the Reviewers' Report and the Confidential Brief

The reviewers' report and confidential brief are submitted electronically. The Commission
office will send to each reviewer detailed instructions for accessing and navigating through the
MSCHE website.

The reviewers' report, representing the consensus opinion of the first and second reviewers,
must be uploaded to the MSCHE website no later than August 1.

After August 2, the reviewers can download the report of the finance associate from the
MSCHE website. Following a review of the finance associate's report, the first PRR reviewer
must develop a confidential brief that includes the reviewers' recommendation to the
Commission regarding the institution's accreditation. This recommendation is not shared
with the institution. The confidential brief must be uploaded to the MSCHE website no later
than September 1.

The brief is a short statement that summarizes the external reviewers’ report and incorporates
key findings from the finance associate’s report. The brief speaks directly to the PRR
Committee and to the Commission itself. Because the Committee members will read the
executive summary of the PRR as well as the external reviewers’ report and the report of the
finance associate, there is no need for extensive repetition. The brief, which should be one
page in length, will be the basis for the external reviewers’ oral report to the PRR Committee.
See the Template for the PRR Reviewer’s Confidential Brief (Figure 5).

Periodic Review Reports may be accepted, received, or rejected. The Commission "accepts" 
a PRR when its quality, thoroughness, and clarity are sufficient. When the Commission
"receives" a PRR, it documents receipt of a report that addresses the Commission's concerns
only partially, because it contains limited institutional responses to requested information,
does not present evidence and analysis conducive to Commission review, is of insufficient
quality, or necessitates extraordinary effort by those performing the review. Relevant reasons
for not accepting the PRR are noted in the Commission's action, and the Commission 
may or may not require additional information in order to assess the institution's status. 
The Commission "rejects" a PRR when its quality or substance is insufficient. In this instance,
the Commission requires the institution to resubmit the report, and it may at its discretion
direct a visit to the institution.

Figure 4, Summary of Actions PRR Reviewers May Take or Recommend to the Commission,
provides guidance to reviewers as they develop their recommendation for Commission action. 
This recommendation is not revealed to the institution but is submitted only to the
Commission in the confidential brief. Its wording should be consistent with the Commission's
policy statement, "Standardized Language for Commission Actions on Accreditation."

As Figure 4 indicates, the reviewers' findings with regard to those accreditation standards 
that are addressed in the PRR inform the reviewers' report and their confidential brief. 
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Figure 5 (continued)

A monitoring report is appropriate if the Commission is concerned about continued
institutional compliance with one or more accreditation standards. The due date for 
the report maybe no later than 24 months from the date of the Commission action, and 
it normally is October 1, November 1, or April 1.



The reviewers' findings (the left-hand column in Figure 4) determine the information that the
reviewers must or may include in their report to the institution (the next two columns), the
necessary recommendation for Commission action that the reviewers must make in their
confidential brief (the fourth column from the left), and the optional commendations and/or
requests for follow-up reports and visits that they may recommend to the Commission (the
right-hand column).

The self-study the institution will undertake in preparation for its decennial evaluation five
years after the PRR will not address directly the PRR reviewers' recommendations, but it will
address the institution's compliance with all of the Commission's standards. As indicated in the
right-hand column of Figure 4, the Commission may request that the self-study address
specific issues if such attention is deemed necessary.

The reviewers prepare their confidential brief to the Commission before receiving the
institution’s formal response to their report.  At the time the reviewers discuss the report and
brief with the Committee on Periodic Review Reports, the team’s recommendation for
Commission action may be modified, based on consideration of the institutional response.

The Finance Associate’s Report

Each finance associate reviews institutional PRRs and related financial information and 
prepares for each PRR a summary analysis that is one to two pages in length. Finance
associates usually review PRR materials for several institutions.

Each finance report is uploaded to the MSCHE website by August 1, where it can be accessed
by the institution and by the external PRR reviewers. Finance associates do not participate in
the fall meetings of the Committee on Periodic Review Reports.

The written analysis of the finance associate should address, but not be limited to, the
following questions, with particular attention to the potential impact of any noted change:

Ø What is the institution’s overall financial condition?

Ø In what aspects did the institution’s financial condition improve, worsen, or remain
unchanged over the past five years?

Ø Does the institution have the financial flexibility to weather unexpected changes in its
environment (enrollment declines, stock market declines, etc.)?

Ø Do the assumptions for enrollment and finance projections appear to be realistic?

Ø What has been the change in expendable net assets or adjusted equity?

Ø What conclusions can be drawn from the analysis of the institution's long-term debt,
and what impact will this have on the institution's financial condition?

Ø Do the notes to the audited financial statements identify anything unusual or of
concern? Consider especially any notes that reference commitments or contingencies.

Ø Do the management letters identify any issues regarding internal financial operations
or procedures?

Ø Has an institution with a related entity followed the reporting guidelines in the
Commission's policy, "Related Entities," which is available on the Commission's
website?

The finance associate’s report should incorporate particular financial indicators or ratios (such
as those developed by KPMG and Moody's) as such ratios are useful and meaningful to the
analysis.
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Attending the PRR Committee Meeting

PRR reviewers are expected to attend the meeting of the Committee on Periodic Review
Reports at which their assigned institutions will be discussed. Committee meetings are typically 
held at the Commission's offices during October.

The first reviewer provides a short oral summary of key findings and observations regarding
that institution’s PRR. Because all Committee members have copies of the written report,
there is no need to read it aloud at the meeting. The reviewer’s oral presentation should
include the recommendation to the Commission regarding accreditation action.

Based on the institutional response, the input of Commission staff, and the deliberations of the 
Committee on PRRs, the reviewers' recommendation to the Commission regarding
accreditation action may be modified.

Once the PRR Committee meeting is completed, all documents related to the external
reviewers’ role should be destroyed, and complete confidentiality maintained.
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3
The Institution’s Response
And Commission Review

T
he institution can go to the MSCHE website after August 2 to download both the
reviewers' report and the finance associate's report. The Commission office will send
the institution detailed instructions for accessing and navigating the MSCHE website.
Each institution is required to submit a response to the reports provided by the

external reviewers and the finance associate. 

The response should be brief and forthright, addressed to specific issues, such as a
disagreement with perceptions and/or interpretations, but it should avoid defensiveness or
argument over minor points. If the institution finds no major disagreement with the overall
report, the response needs only to state that the institution accepts the report as written. The
institutional response will become part of the packet of materials reviewed by the PRR
Committee. 

The institution's response is uploaded to the MSCHE website by September 1. At the same
time, the institution should upload the following materials, all of which will be used during the 
Commission's review of the PRR: the executive summary, the completed and signed
Certification Statement, and the Related Entities Certification, if appropriate. 

Commission Review

The Committee on Periodic Review Reports, chaired by a member of the Commission, will
convene in October. To ensure consistency in applying the Commission’s standards,
institutions of the same type (e.g., community colleges or four-year institutions) are ordinarily
reviewed on the same day. 

The materials made available to committee members will include the following: the executive
summaries of the PRRs, the external reviewers’ analyses and recommendations for
Commission action, the financial analyses, and the institutional responses.
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Each committee presents specific recommendations to the Commission with regard to each
institutional report. These recommendations may range from acceptance of the report and
reaffirmation of accreditation to the extreme of issuing a show cause order, as discussed in 
the policy statement and guidelines for Commission actions and standardized language, 
and as outlined in Figure 4, Summary of Actions PRR Reviewers May Take or Recommend 
to the Commission.

Summary of Deadlines

To ensure timely consideration of a PRR, all parties should meet the deadlines given
throughout this handbook:

1) Two hard copies of the narrative portion of the PRR are submitted to the Commission
by the institution no later than June 1. All accompanying institutional materials should be
included in electronic format (CDs or flash drives).

2) The institution sends all PRR materials directly to its two previously designated PRR
external reviewers, as well as its designated finance associate, no later than June 1. The
Commission provides the external reviewers with appropriate background materials at
approximately the same time.

3) The external reviewers upload their reviewers' report(s) to the MSCHE website no later
than August 1.

4) Finance associates review institutional materials during the months of June and July,
and their reports are uploaded to the MSCHE website by August 1.

5) Each institution dowloads its own external reviewers' report and finance associate's
report starting August 2. The institution then prepares an institutional response, which is
uploaded to the MSCHE website no later than September 1, along with the executive
summary, Certification Statement, and, if appropriate, the Related Entities Certification.

6) The external reviewers upload their confidential brief to the MSCHE website no later
than September 1.

7) The PRR Committee meetings convene in October. These meetings are hosted by the
Commission, in its offices in Philadelphia, and the PRR reviewers for each institution are
expected to attend and participate on a designated day.

8) At its November meeting, the Commission reviews the institutional recommendations
made by the PRR Committee. The Commission communicates its final accreditation
decision to each institution via letter, stating the precise action it has taken.
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Appendix

Assessing Student Learning and Institutional Effectiveness

Understanding Middle States Expectations

In 2002, the Middle States Commission on Higher Education introduced updated
accreditation standards that simplified requirements for resources and processes and
concentrated instead on assessment: evidence that the institution is achieving its goals. 
Every accreditation standard now includes an assessment component; the assessment of
student learning is addressed in Standard 14 (Assessment of Student Learning); and the
assessment of all key institutional goals, including those assessed in the other thirteen
standards, is addressed holistically in Standard 7 (Institutional Assessment).

Because Standards 7 and 14 are a significant change from prior standards, and because the
Commission gives institutions great latitude in choosing approaches to comply with them,
these two standards have engendered many questions. This statement is intended to address
these questions and to clarify the Commission’s expectations regarding these standards and
their relationship to other standards such as Standard 2 (Planning, Resource Allocation, and
Institutional Renewal).

What is the Assessment of Institutional Effectiveness (Standard 7)?

Assessment may be characterized as the third element of a four-step planning-assessment
cycle:

1.  Defining clearly articulated institutional and unit-level goals;

2.  Implementing strategies to achieve those goals;

3.  Assessing achievement of those goals; and

4.  Using the results of those assessments to improve programs and services and inform
planning and resource allocation decisions.

The effectiveness of an institution rests upon the contribution that each of the institution’s
programs and services makes toward achieving the goals of the institution as a whole.
Standard 7 (Institutional Assessment) thus builds upon all other accreditation standards,
each of which includes periodic assessment of effectiveness as one of its fundamental
elements.  This standard ties together those assessments into an integrated whole to answer
the question, “As an institutional community, how well are we collectively doing what we say
we are doing?” and, in particular, “How do we support student learning, a fundamental aspect 
of institutional effectiveness?” (Standard 14).  Self-studies can thus document compliance with
Standard 7 by summarizing the assessments within each accreditation standard into
conclusions about the institution’s overall achievement of its key goals.

What is the Assessment of Student Learning (Standard 14)?

Assessment of student learning may be characterized as the third element of a four-step
teaching-learning-assessment cycle that parallels the planning-assessment cycle described
above:

1.  Developing clearly articulated learning outcomes: the knowledge, skills, and competencies
that students are expected to exhibit upon successful completion of a course, academic
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program, co-curricular program, general education requirement, or other specific set of
experiences;

2.  Offering courses, programs, and experiences that provide purposeful opportunities for
students to achieve those learning outcomes;

3.  Assessing student achievement of those learning outcomes; and 

4.  Using the results of those assessments to improve teaching and learning and inform
planning and resource allocation decisions.

Because student learning is a fundamental component of the mission of most institutions
of higher education, the assessment of student learning is an essential component of the
assessment of institutional effectiveness (Standard 7) and is the focus of Standard 14
(Assessment of Student Learning). 

Why Does the Commission Expect Student Learning
and Institutional Effectiveness to be Assessed?

The fundamental question asked in the accreditation process is, “Is the institution fulfilling its
mission and achieving its goals?” This is precisely the question that assessment is designed to
answer, making assessment essential to the accreditation process. Assessment processes help
to ensure that:

Ø Institutional and program-level goals are clear to the public, students, faculty, and staff.

Ø Institutional programs and resources are organized and coordinated to achieve
institutional and program-level goals.

Ø The institution is indeed achieving its mission and goals.

Ø The institution is using assessment results to improve student learning and otherwise
advance the institution.

What Are the Characteristics of Assessment Processes
that Meet Middle States Expectations?

Effective assessment processes are useful, cost-effective, reasonably accurate and truthful,
carefully planned, and  organized, systematic, and sustained.

1.  Useful assessment processes help faculty and staff make appropriate decisions about
improving programs and services, developing goals and plans, and making resource
allocations. Because institutions, their students, and their environments are continually
evolving, effective assessments cannot be static; they must be reviewed periodically and
adapted in order to remain useful.

2.  Cost-effective assessment processes yield dividends that justify the institution’s investment
in them, particularly in terms of faculty and staff time. To this end, institutions may begin by
considering assessment measures, indicators, “flags,” and “scorecards” already in place, such
as retention, graduation, transfer, and placement rates, financial ratios, and surveys. New or
refined measures may then be added for those goals for which evidence of achievement is not 
already available, concentrating on the institution’s most important goals. Effective assessments 
are simple rather than elaborate, and they may focus on just a few key goals in each program,
unit, and curriculum. 

3.  Reasonably accurate and truthful assessment processes yield results that can be used with 
confidence to make appropriate decisions. Because there is no one perfectly accurate
assessment tool or strategy, institutions should use multiple kinds of measures to assess goal
achievement. Assessments may be quantitative or qualitative and developed locally or by an
external organization. All assessment tools and strategies should clearly relate to the goals they
are assessing and should be developed with care; they should not be not merely anecdotal
information nor collections of information that happen to be on hand. Strategies to assess
student learning should include direct—clear, visible, and convincing—evidence, rather than
solely indirect evidence of student learning such as surveys and focus groups. 
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4.  Planned assessment processes that are purposefully linked to institutional goals promote
attention to those goals and plans and ensure that disappointing outcomes are appropriately
addressed. Institutions often have a variety of plans, such as a strategic plan, academic plan,
financial plan, enrollment plan, capital facilities master plan, and technology plan. Just as such
plans should be interrelated to ensure that they work synergistically to advance the institution,
assessments should also be interrelated. At many institutions, effective institutional planning
begins with academic planning, which in turn drives the other plans. If the academic plan calls 
for a new academic program, for example, the technology plan should ensure faculty and
students in the new program will be able to use appropriate instructional technologies.
Assessments of the technology plan should evaluate not just whether instructional technologies 
have been put in place but also how effectively those technologies have helped students 
to achieve the program’s key learning outcomes.

5.  Organized, systematized, and sustained assessment processes are ongoing, not
once-and-done. There should be clear interrelationships among institutional goals, program-
and unit-level goals, and course-
level goals.

What Should Institutions Document Regarding Assessment?

When submitting information on their assessment efforts to the Commission, institutions are
expected to document:

Ø clear statements of key goals, including expected student learning outcomes;

Ø an organized and sustained assessment process (referred to in some Commission
documents as an “assessment plan”) including:

¡ institutional guidelines, resources, coordination, and support for assessment; 

¡ assessment activities and initiatives that are presently underway; 

¡ plans to develop and implement future assessment activities and initiatives;

Ø assessment results demonstrating that the institution and its students are achieving key
institutional and program goals; and

Ø uses of assessment results to improve student learning and advance the institution.

How Should This Information Be Organized and Formatted
for Review by the Commission and its Representatives?

Assessment documentation that is organized into a coherent presentation of what the
institution is doing regarding assessment provides a roadmap that facilitates the work of
evaluation teams, reviewers, and the Commission. Assessment documentation is typically a
living, fluid, organized collection of documents and/or online resources, often with references
and/or links to further documents and online resources, that are routinely updated as the
institution’s assessment processes evolve. There is not, however, any prescribed format or
organization for these materials; institutions have maximum flexibility in designing and
assembling assessment documentation that fits best with the institution’s mission, organization, 
and needs. A single, formal, polished document is not required and, for many institutions,
may not be the most suitable format, because it may discourage the continual modifications
that are made in effective assessment processes. The existence of an effective process, clearly
described to the community and the Commission, is more important than a 
formal plan.

Institutions may choose to include an appropriate combination of the following in their
assessment documentation:

Ø An overview in a self-study, periodic review report, or follow-up report gives the
Commission and its representatives a useful introductory synopsis of the institution’s
assessment processes.

Ø A chart or “roadmap” outlining assessment documentation, provided within a
self-study or periodic review report or as an appendix, can be especially useful for large 
or complex institutions with a broad array of goals and assessment processes.
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Ø A written or online assessment plan that documents an organized, sustained
assessment process (including institutional guidelines, resources, coordination, and
support for assessment, assessment activities and initiatives that are presently
underway, and plans to develop and implement future assessment activities and
initiatives) can be an excellent way to initiate, structure, and demonstrate compliance
with Standards 7 and 14, although it is not required. Assessment plans can guide and
support the institutional community in its efforts to assess its mission and goals by: 

¡ helping to ensure that assessment is efficient, effective, and purposeful, rather than 
just a collection of available information,

¡ providing information needed to carry out assessment practices, and 

¡ helping to ensure that assessment is supported with appropriate resources and that 
results are used appropriately.

Ø Assessment documentation incorporated within the institutional (strategic) plan or
in separate documentation clearly linked to the institutional plan. 

Ø Separate assessment documentation for each institutional division that is linked
together may be a feasible approach, especially for large, complex institutions.

Ø More thorough information in an on-site resource room and/or online enables
evaluation team members to review a cross-section of program- and unit-level
assessment processes.

How Are the Documentation of Institutional Assessment
and Student Learning Assessment Related?

As noted earlier, because student learning is a fundamental component of the mission of most
institutions of higher education, the assessment of student learning is an essential component
of the assessment of institutional effectiveness. An institution may therefore create institutional
effectiveness documentation that includes a component on assessing student learning, or it
may create a bridge between two separate sets of documentation, one for the assessment of
student learning and one for other aspects of institutional effectiveness.

What Might the Commission and Its Representatives
Look For in Assessment Documentation?

Evaluation team members, reviewers, and Commissioners might look for information on the
following questions in an institution’s assessment documentation:

1.  Do institutional leaders support and value a culture of assessment? Is there adequate,
ongoing guidance, resources, coordination, and support for assessment? (This may include
administrative support, technical support, financial support, professional development, policies 
and procedures, and governance structures that ensure appropriate collaboration and
ownership.) Are assessment efforts recognized and valued? Are efforts to improve teaching
recognized and valued?

2.  Are goals, including learning outcomes, clearly articulated at every level: institutional,
unit-level, program-level, and course-level? Do they have appropriate interrelationships? 
Do the undergraduate curriculum and requirements address institutional learning outcomes
and the competencies listed in Middle States’ Standard 12 (General Education)? Are all
learning outcomes of sufficient rigor for a higher education institution? Are learning outcomes
for, say, master’s programs more advanced than those for undergraduate programs?

3.  Have appropriate assessment processes been implemented for an appropriate
proportion of goals?  (Expectations for an “appropriate proportion” are increasing as time
elapses since the adoption of the new Characteristics of Excellence in 2002.) 
Do they meet Middle States expectations, as characterized above?
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4.  Where assessment processes have not yet been implemented, have appropriate
assessment processes been planned? Are the plans feasible? Are they simple, practical, and
sufficiently detailed to engender confidence that they will be implemented as planned? 
Do they have clear ownership? Are timelines appropriate, or are they either overly ambitious
or stretched out too far?

5.  Do assessment results provide convincing evidence that the institution is achieving its
mission and goals, including key learning outcomes?

6.  Have assessment results been shared in useful forms and discussed widely with
appropriate constituents? 

7.  Have results led to appropriate decisions and improvements about curricula and
pedagogy, programs and services, resource allocation, and institutional goals and plans?

8.  Have assessment processes been reviewed regularly? Have the reviews led to
appropriate decisions and improvements in assessment processes and support for them?

9.  Where does the institution appear to be going with assessment? Does it have sufficient
engagement and momentum to sustain its assessment processes? Or does it appear that
momentum may slow? Are there any significant gaps in assessment processes, such as key
areas where no assessment plans have been developed?

The institution also should note any important changes in assessment goals, instruments, or
strategies that may have been introduced since the institution’s previous decennial self-study
report, as well as report any steps to which the institution has committed in order to
strengthen assessment. 
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