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The Criteria for Accreditation: Guiding Values

The Higher Learning Commission’s Criteria for Accreditation
reflect a set of guiding values. The Commission articulates
these guiding values so as to offer a better understanding of
the Criteria and the intentions that underlie them.

The responsibility for assuring the quality of an institution rests
first with the institution itself. Institutional accreditation
assesses the capacity of an institution to assure its own
quality and expects it to produce evidence that it does so.

Many of the Higher Learning Commission's Criteria for
Accreditation should be understood in this light. The
Commission expects the governing board to ensure quality
through its governance structures, with appropriate degrees of
involvement and delegation. The Commission emphasizes
planning because planning is critical to sustaining quality.
Assessment of student learning and focus on persistence and
completion are ways in which the institution improves and thus
assures the quality of its teaching and learning.

The Commission expects that institutions have the standards,
the processes, and the will for quality assurance in depth and
throughout its educational offerings.

1. Focus on student learning
For the purpose of accreditation, the Higher Learning
Commission regards the teaching mission of any institution as
primary. Institutions will have other missions, such as
research, healthcare, and public service, and these other
missions may have a shaping and highly valuable effect on the
education that the institution provides. In the accreditation
process, these missions should be recognized and considered
in relation to the teaching mission.

A focus on student learning encompasses every aspect of
students’ experience at an institution: how they are recruited
and admitted; costs they are charged and how they are
supported by financial aid; how well they are informed and
guided before and through their work at the institution; the
breadth, depth, currency, and relevance of the learning they
are offered; their education through co-curricular offerings; the
effectiveness of their programs; what happens to them after
they leave the institution.

2. Education as a public purpose
Every educational institution serves a public purpose. Public or
state-supported institutions make that assumption readily. Not-
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for-profit institutions receive their tax-exempt status on the
basis of an assumption that they serve a public purpose. And
although it may appear that a for-profit institution does not
require a public purpose, because education is a public good
its provision serves a public purpose and entails societal
obligations. Furthermore, the provision of higher education
requires a more complex standard of care than, for instance,
the provision of dry cleaning services. What the students buy,
with money, time, and effort, is not merely a good, like a
credential, but experiences that have the potential to transform
lives, or to harm them. What institutions do constitutes a
solemn responsibility for which they should hold themselves
accountable.

3. Education for a diverse, technological, globally
connected world
A contemporary education must recognize contemporary
circumstances: the diversity of U.S. society, the diversity of
the world in which students live, and the centrality of
technology and the global dynamic to life in the 21st century.
More than ever, students should be prepared for lifelong
learning and for the likelihood that no job or occupation will last
a lifetime. Even for the most technical qualification, students
need the civic learning and broader intellectual capabilities that
underlie success in the workforce. The Commission
distinguishes higher education in part on the basis of its reach
beyond narrow vocational training to a broader intellectual and
social context.

4. A culture of continuous improvement
Continuous improvement is the alternative to stagnation.
Minimum standards are necessary but far from sufficient to
achieve acceptable quality in higher education, and the
strongest institutions will stay strong through ongoing
aspiration. The Commission includes improvement as one of
two major strands in all its pathways, the other being
assurance that member institutions meet the Criteria and the
Federal Requirements.

A process of assessment is essential to continuous
improvement and therefore a commitment to assessment
should be deeply embedded in an institution’s activities.
Assessment applies not only to student learning and
educational outcomes but to an institution’s approach to
improvement of institutional effectiveness.

For student learning, a commitment to assessment would
mean assessment at the program level that proceeds from
clear goals, involves faculty at all points in the process, and
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analyzes the assessment results; it would also mean that the
institution improves its programs or ancillary services or other
operations on the basis of those analyses. Institutions
committed to improvement review their programs regularly and
seek external judgment, advice, or benchmarks in their
assessments. Because in recent years the issues of
persistence and completion have become central to public
concern about higher education, the current Criteria direct
attention to them as possible indicators of quality and foci for
improvement, without prescribing either the measures or
outcomes.

Innovation is an aspect of improvement and essential in a time
of rapid change and challenge; through its Criteria and
processes the Commission seeks to support innovation for
improvement in all facets of institutional practice.

5. Evidence-based institutional learning and self-
presentation
Assessment and the processes an institution learns from
should be well-grounded in evidence. Statements of belief and
intention have important roles in an institution’s presentation of
itself, but for the quality assurance function of accreditation,
evidence is critical. Institutions should be able to select
evidence based on their particular purposes and
circumstances. At the same time, many of the Assumed
Practices within the Criteria require certain specified evidence.

6. Integrity, transparency, and ethical behavior
or practice
The Commission understands integrity broadly, including
wholeness and coherence at one end of the spectrum and
ethical behavior at the other. Integrity means doing what the
mission calls for and not doing what it does not call for;
governance systems that are freely, independently, and
rigorously focused on the welfare of the institution and its
students; scrupulous avoidance of misleading statements or
practices; full disclosure of information to students before
students make any commitment to the institution, even a
commitment to receive more information; clear, explicit
requirements for ethical practice by all members of the
institutional community in all its activities.

7. Governance for the well-being of the
institution
The well-being of an institution requires that its governing board
place that well-being above the interests of its own members
and the interests of any other entity. Because the Commission
accredits the educational institution itself, and not the state
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system, religious organization, corporation, medical center, or
other entity that may own it, it holds the governing board of an
institution accountable for the key aspects of the institution’s
operations. The governing board must have the independent
authority for such accountability and must also hold itself
independent of undue influence from individuals, be they
donors, elected officials, supporters of athletics, shareholders,
or others with personal or political interests.

Governance of a quality institution of higher education will
include a significant role for faculty, in particular with regard to
currency and sufficiency of the curriculum, expectations for
student performance, qualifications of the instructional staff,
and adequacy of resources for instructional support.

8. Planning and management of resources to
ensure institutional sustainability
The Commission does not privilege wealth. Students do
expect, however, that an institution will be in operation for the
duration of their degree programs. Therefore, the Commission
is obliged to seek information regarding an institution’s
sustainability and, to that end, wise management of its
resources. The Commission also watches for signs that an
institution’s financial challenges are eroding the quality of its
programs to the point of endangering the institution’s ability to
meet the Criteria for Accreditation. Careful mid- and long-range
planning must undergird an institution’s budgetary and financial
decisions.

9. Mission-centered evaluation
The Commission understands and values deeply the diversity
of its institutions, which begins from the diversity of their
missions. Accordingly, mission in some degree governs each
of the Criteria. The Commission holds many expectations for
all institutions regardless of mission, but it expects that
differences in mission will shape wide differences in how the
expectations are addressed and met.

10. Accreditation through peer review
Peer review is the defining characteristic of accreditation and
essential for a judgment-based process in a highly complex
field. But self-regulation can be met with public skepticism.
Therefore, peer review for accreditation must: (1) be collegial,
in the sense of absolute openness in the relationship between
an institution and the peer reviewers assigned to it as well as
between the institution and the Commission; (2) be firm in
maintaining high standards, not mistaking leniency for
kindness or inclusiveness; and (3) be cognizant of the dual
role of peer reviewers in both assuring and advancing
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institutional quality.


