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Criteria for Accreditation 

 
 



Assurance Argument 



General Definitions of 
Evidence 

Merriam-Webster: an outward sign; something that 
furnishes proof. 
 
Oxford: the available body of facts or information 
indicating whether a belief or proposition is true or 
valid. 
 
Black’s Law: any matter of fact that a party …
offers to prove or disprove an issue in a case. 
 



Why Evidence is Important 
The Commission’s ability to adequately assure 
institutional quality is highly dependent on:  
 
•  Institutions’ voluntary participation in periodic 

evaluations; 
•  Institutions being candid, transparent and 

forthcoming in their dealings with HLC including 
in their reports and responses; and  

•  Peer reviewers’ findings which are based almost 
entirely on the evidence institutions present. 

 
Absence of evidence can have adverse effects. 
	  



Hierarchies of Evidence 
Black’s Law: “Clear Evidence” 
Evidence which is positive, precise and explicit, as 
opposed to ambiguous, equivocal, or contradictory, 
and which tends directly to establish the point to 
which it is adduced, instead of leaving it a matter of 
conjecture or presumption. 
 
Example: To prove the University President was 
duly appointed by the Board, clear evidence would 
be a Board resolution or Board minutes showing a 
motion to hire said president carried following a 
vote by the appropriate number of Board members 
per the Board’s by-laws. 
 



Hierarchies of Evidence 
 
Black’s Law: “Corroborating Evidence” 
Evidence supplementary to that already given and 
tending to strengthen or confirm it; additional 
evidence of a different character to the same point. 
 
Example: In the same example to prove the 
University President was duly appointed by the 
Board, an offer letter addressed to the incumbent 
and signed by the Chair of the Board of Trustees 
would be corroborating evidence.  
 



Hierarchies of Evidence 
 
Black’s Law: “Circumstantial Evidence” 
Evidence which inferentially proves the principal 
fact by establishing a condition of surrounding 
circumstances, whose existence is a premise from 
which the existence of the principal fact may be 
concluded by laws of reasoning. Never sufficient on 
its own. 
 
Example: Using the same example, a letter 
addressed to the Chair of the Board, signed by the 
University President accepting the presidential 
appointment would be circumstantial evidence. 



Consensus on Substance 
Teams triangulate the issues by:  
•  Gathering and comparing evidence on the same 

point from multiple sources at the institution. 
 
•  Remembering that regardless of assigned roles 

during the visit, different members of the team 
may have information bearing on the same point. 

 
•  Engaging in a discussion and trying to come to a 

consensus on what exactly is known about the 
institution based on evidence. What does the 
pattern of evidence demonstrate factually? 



Consensus on Substance 
Teams discuss the Criteria and Core 
Components: 
 
§  Identify all core components related to each 

particular nexus of facts. 
  
§ Discuss what the underlying principle is 

concerning each relevant core component.  
 
§  Strive for consensus on what each core 

component means, independent of this visit. 



Developing a Finding 
Teams Analyze the Data: 
 
§ Once the team is clear on what is known about 

the institution and what the core components 
signify, it views the particulars about this 
institution through the lens of the Criteria and 
Core Components. 

  
§  This is the earliest juncture at which teams are 

trained to identify whether one or more core 
components are met, met with concerns or not 
met. Anytime prior to this is premature.	  

	  



Developing a Finding 

Conclusions (“Team Determinations” or 
“Findings”): 
 
§  The team clearly identifies which Core 

Components are met, which are met with 
concerns (if any) and which are not met (if 
any). 

  
§  For this, a shared understanding of the 

Commission’s rubric is also essential.  

	  



Understanding the Rubric 
What these terms mean: 
§  “Met” – the institution is in compliance with the 

Core Component and has a satisfactory 
approach or status with respect to this issue.  

§  Any opportunities for improvement are clearly 
within the organization’s capacity without any 
need for Commission intervention or follow-up. 

§  Teams are encouraged to differentiate 
“consultative advice” from bona fide 
“concerns.” 

	  

	  



Understanding the Rubric 
 

§ “Met with Concerns”– the institution is in 
compliance with the Core Component, but its 
performance in this area is less than satisfactory 
based on lingering concerns with its approach or 
results.  

§ “Concerns” indicate improvements requiring 
some form of Commission follow-up to be 
assured. (e.g. interim reports, focused visits) 

§ In severe cases, the institution may be “at risk 
of non-compliance” with this Core Component. 

 



Understanding the Rubric 
	  

§  “Not Met”– the institution is out of compliance 
with the Core Component. Its approach or 
status with respect to this issue, however well-
intentioned, is unsatisfactory.  

§  Because a finding of “not met” on a Core 
Component constitutes non-compliance, this 
may indicate problems with related Assumed 
Practices. Generally, teams will examine the 
institution’s compliance with the related 
Assumed Practices and contact the liaison if 
one or more practices are also “not met.” 

	  
	  
	  
	  



How the Rubric Works 
In order for a Criterion to be met, all its Core 
Components must also be met. 
 
If a single Core Component is met with 
concerns, the entire Criterion is also met with 
concerns. 
 
If a single Core Component is not met, the entire 
Criterion is also not met. 
 
Team’s establish these findings based on 
evidence institutions present. 



Consequences after Conclusions 
§ Reviewers are encouraged to avoid reverse 

engineering conclusions either to ensure, or to 
avoid, certain consequences. 

§  The evidence, not the potential consequences, 
drive peer reviewers’ conclusions regarding the 
institution’s performance. 

§ Reviewers consider the consequences, but 
only after drawing conclusions with the 
prescribed rubric. This discipline ensures 
integrity of the Commission’s process. 

	  
	  
	  
	  



Options for Recommendations 

Recommendations are driven entirely by the 
findings, not the other way around. 
 
Commission policy defines which options are 
available to teams based on the findings they 
articulate. 
 



Options in a Comprehensive Review 

If all Core Components are “met," then the team 
will simply recommend Continued Accreditation. 
 
If there is  a combination of Core Components that 
are "met” and "met with concerns,”  but the 
issues leading to the latter finding are not grave, 
then the team will recommend Continued 
Accreditation with some form of interim 
monitoring, whether in the form of an interim 
report or a focused visit. 



Options in a Comprehensive Review 

If one or more Core Components are  "met with 
concerns,” but the issues leading to this finding 
are grave and place the institution "at risk of 
being out of compliance,” this language defines 
the standard for the sanction of Notice and a 
recommendation for Notice will follow. 



Options in a Comprehensive Review 

If one or more Core Components are "not met," then 
the institution is clearly out of compliance and the 
team has no other options but to 
indicate that either  
a) Probation should apply OR for very severe cases,  
b) Accreditation should 
be withdrawn.  
 
(N.B. Teams do not have authority to 
recommend “Show Cause”). 



Importance of Evidence 

The Assurance Filing, which consists of the Assurance 
Argument and the Evidence File, must be validated 
through a thorough review of the institution in the 
context of an on-site visit.  
 
The successful outcome of each evaluation is highly 
dependent both on the institution’s ability a) to 
establish strong patterns of evidence demonstrating 
compliance with the Criteria in the ordinary course of 
its operations and b) skillfully marshal that evidence in 
the context of a finite evaluation. 
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More details can be found under the “Accreditation” 
and “Policies” menus. 

More Information on Criteria 
for Accreditation  


