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ABSTRACT
The U.S. Department of Education (DOED) annually provides over $125 billion in financial
assistance to help students pursue higher education. Accreditation assures that postsecondary
institutions with access to federal student aid provide a quality education to students (GAO-18-5,
2017; Phillips & Kinser, 2018). Given the level of students’ and taxpayers’ investment in higher
education, it is critical that the accreditation system effectively provide the assurance of
academic quality. Yet there is a lack of knowledge of how accreditation policies and procedures
are used in meeting the goals of quality assurance and improvement for all higher education
institutions, as well as fulfill federal requirements.

This three-article qualitative study aims to broaden the understanding of institutional
accreditation at higher education institutions by examining accreditation discourses of one
regional accrediting agency, the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on
Colleges. Additionally, the study aims to fill the gap in research studies that explore the U.S.
higher education accreditation system. The purpose is to provide policymakers, college
administrators, faculty, staff, current and prospective students, and other constituents with useful
information to promote, better understand, and better support U.S. postsecondary education.
Such understanding is valuable to institutional leaders to aid in the development of strategies for
meeting academic quality standards and effective implementation or enhancement of quality

improvement programs in support of their institutional mission.
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INTRODUCTION

Many would agree that the U.S. higher education system is the foundation of our nation’s
powerful global position. Maintaining this position calls for ongoing assurance of the quality of
the system. To that end, accreditation has been the tool that serves to promote institutional
quality and improvement (Bloland, 2001; Wheelan & Elgart, 2015). The evolution of
accreditation paralleled the transformation of higher education practices of teaching and learning
(Bertrand, 2013; Jenkins, 2011). Approximately 100 accrediting agencies, States, and the U.S.
Department of Education represent the regulatory triad providing oversight of U.S. higher
education institutions. However, ongoing challenges such as technological advances, security
concerns, and quality issues require continuous changes to maintain the higher education system.

This study includes three articles that provide a description of the U.S. higher education
accreditation system, the challenges and future of the nation’s Historically Black Colleges and
Universities (HBCUs), and the ongoing experience of Bennett College with accreditation. Using
a basic qualitative approach, I reviewed the academic and general literature to organize and
synthesize past studies, articles, and other documents to provide a deeper understanding of
institutional accreditation power and its complexity. The descriptive overview undergirds a
discussion of Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges
(SACSCOC), the accrediting agency having jurisdiction over states in the southern region of the
U.S., including the majority of the nation’s HBCUs. Through the lens of various power
concepts, | examined key documents from the SACSCOC website to understand how the power

of accreditation unfolds in the Southern region.



The organization of the study is topical, highlighting the available literature on: (a) the
accreditation process for U.S. higher education, as well as at the Southern Association of
Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges (SACSCOC), (b) HBCUs as members of the
higher education system, and (c¢) the accreditation experience of Bennett College, a small liberal
arts women’s HBCU in Greensboro, North Carolina. The objective was to gain a better
understanding of how the institutional accreditation unfolds at U.S. colleges and universities,
how it intersects with HBCUs, and learn about the accreditation experience of Bennett College
over the last 20 years.

Figure 1 guided the rationale for the organization of the literature review and the order of
the articles to help better understand the U.S. higher education accreditation process. It depicts a
flow from the general topic of U.S. higher education accreditation and one regional accreditor, to

HBCUs, and finally to the accreditation experience at Bennett College.

HE
institutional
Accreditation
and

U.S. HE Institutional
Accreditation

Figure 1.1 Literature review rationale.




To locate the scholarly literature for the articles, I searched several databases, including
Education Resources Information Center (ERIC), Google Scholar, and Scout at the University of
Alabama, using the keywords “accreditation”, “quality assurance”, and “institutional
effectiveness”. I initially limited the search to peer-reviewed journals published since 2006;
however, that produced a limited number of scholarly research studies on the topic. As such, I
expanded the search to publications since 2000. My investigation primarily focused on
accreditation at higher education institutions in the United States. While most of the studies
found were qualitative, a few were quantitative, many originating from international research.
Sources included the Association of American Colleges & Universities, Academic Leadership,
Dugquesne Law Review, Journal of Higher Education Outreach and Engagement, Innovative
Higher Education, Journal of Negro Education, Christian Higher Education, Journal of Black
Studies, Journal of Case Studies in Accreditation and Assessment, New Directions for
Community Colleges, International Journal of Management in Education, Planning for Higher
Education, Teaching and Learning in Nursing, Health Policy, Journal of Diversity in Higher
Education, Journal Higher Learning Research Communications, Chronicle of Higher Education,
New Directions for Institutional Research, Research in Higher Education, and various media
outlets. Additionally, the Association for the Study of Higher Education (Gasman et al., 2010)
was a reliable resource for information regarding the history of HBCUs. Three books were also
consulted to gain an understanding of the historical perspective of accreditation of higher
education in the U.S., SACSCOC, and HBCUs.

Surveying the academic and general literature at the time of this study revealed a lack of
scholarly research on accreditation of U.S. higher education institutions overall, and far less on

the accreditation of HBCUs in particular (Fester et al., 2012). Much of the literature consists of



descriptive overviews of the accreditation process, the history of accreditation, assessment,
quality assurance, or practitioner-oriented articles (Fester et al., 2012). The review resulted in an
abundance of studies on assessment, which many scholars noted is linked to accreditation,
however, it is distinct from accreditation and other higher education accountability fields such as
measurement and evaluation (Gaston, 2014; Seclosky & Denison, 2012; Suskie, 2015). The
overwhelming majority of studies lacked theoretical frameworks, which suggested a need for
more rigorous research to determine how accreditation achieves its goals of assuring academic
quality and improvement of U.S. higher education.

The first article provides a discussion of higher education accreditation in the United
States, including (a) an historical overview of U.S. higher education accreditation, (b) the current
system of accreditation process and practice, (c) a review of the accreditation discourses of
SACSCOC, through the lens of Foucault’s concepts of power, and finally (d) critiques and the
future of accreditation. The second article focuses on the nature of HBCUs as members of the
higher education community, the challenges faced by these institutions, potential solutions to
address the challenges, and a discussion of their relationship with SACSCOC, the primary
accreditor for these institutions. The third article provides a chronological account of the
accreditation experience of Bennett College over the last two decades, as reported in various
media outlets. The study concludes with a brief summary of the significance of the study,
integrating the major findings, and a discussion of implications for accreditation of U.S. higher

education.



THE POWER OF ACCREDITATION IN U.S. HIGHER EDUCATION

Introduction

For more than 100 years, accrediting agencies have had the primary responsibility for
quality assurance and improvement of U.S. higher education institutions and programs.
Accreditation is one of several fields of accountability for U.S. higher education institutions.
The evolution of accreditation paralleled the transformation of higher education practices of
teaching and learning (Bertrand, 2013; Jenkins, 2011), as well as the “federal regulation of
academic practices” (Newell, 2012, p. 36). What began as a means of assuring academic quality
through a process of nongovernmental peer-review, accrediting agencies are now the gatekeepers
of access to over $125 billion annually in federal financial aid funds to the nation’s colleges and
universities (GAO-18-5, 2017). Given the level of students’ and taxpayers’ investment in higher
education, it is critical that the accreditation system effectively ensures the academic quality of
U.S. colleges and universities. Yet, there is a lack of knowledge of how accreditation policies
and procedures are used in meeting its goals of quality assurance and improvement, as well as
fulfilling federal requirements.

This all-important component of the U.S. higher education system has not been
sufficiently studied to assist many institutions in navigating the accreditation process.
Admittedly, there are many challenges to studying accreditation due to the different expectations
of the various stakeholders and constituents. For example, the multiple definitions of academic
quality due to each regional agency taking different approaches to evaluating quality (Donahoo

& Lee, 2008; McFarlane, 2010) highlight one such challenge.



Previous scholarly research is sparse and generally lack theoretical frameworks,
articulating histories (Ewell, 2011), or establishing best practices (Alstete, 2004, 2007; Wood,
2006), thus leaving a void in the literature. Through a qualitative approach, this article focuses
on an examination of the institutional accreditation process of colleges and universities, which is
primarily the domain of regional accreditors. It aims to review and synthesize studies on
accreditation to provide a description of institutional accreditation including: (a) an historical
overview; (b) different types of accrediting organizations; (c) roles, functions, and power; (d)
process and practice; (e) critiques; and (f) the future of accreditation. Using institutional theory
and Foucault’s concepts of power, I examined documents on the SACSCOC website to
illuminate the power inherent in accreditation discourse to influence educational quality and
improvement.

Since the founding of the first colonial college in 1636, various stakeholders, including
faculty, clergy, laity, trustees, and private interests have struggled to establish and maintain
higher education standards (Selden, 1960). As the U.S. higher education system evolved, the
current literature provides a somewhat parallel account of the evolution of accreditation.

Literature Review

The concept of accreditation is derived from the Latin word accredere, which means to
give authority or credit; or to create confidence (Engebretsen, Heggen, & Eliertsen, 2012; Sohdi,
2016). According to The International Alliance for School Accreditation (2018), accreditation is
also derived from the Latin credito, meaning trust. Essentially, accreditation is a periodic,
voluntary, peer review of colleges and universities to assure quality and fiscal integrity, and
promote organizational improvement (Ruiz, 2010). Neal (2008) defined accreditation as a non-

governmental system of peer evaluation that developed a process of identification of the



characteristics of a sound educational program. Similarly, Young (1979; as cited in Harcleroad,
1980) defined accreditation as a:

[p]rocess by which an institution of postsecondary education formally evaluates its

educational activities, in whole or in part, and seeks an independent judgement that it

substantially achieves its own objectives and is generally equal in quality to comparable

institutions or specialized units. (p. 19)

The original purpose of accreditation was to bridge the gap between elite secondary
schools and colleges (Ewell, 2008). American colleges and schools came together to build
consensus pertaining to the adequacy of schools entrusted with preparing students for movement
from school-to-school, school-to-college, and college-to-university studies (The International
Alliance for School Accreditation, 2018). Accreditation seeks to assure the quality of education
and institutional effectiveness through a voluntary process of institutional self-study and peer-
review site visits (Donahoo & Lee, 2008; Fester et al., 2012). Ruiz (2010) contended that
accreditation also seeks to promote organizational improvement and fiscal integrity. Since its
origin in the United States, accreditation has been the primary form of higher education quality
assurance in North America (Molinero, 2013; Yingqiang & Yongjian, 2016). However, Cohen
and Kisker, (2010) argued that key moments in the 20" century shifted the focus from
institutional quality to that of a “powerful shadow government” (p. 521), with significant
influence over institutional access to federal aid funding (Bloland, 2001; Gaston, 2014).
1787-1944: Advocacy for Institutional Quality

Technically, accreditation began in the United States in 1787 when the State of New York
enacted state legislation requiring members of the Board of Regents of the State University of

New York to annually visit and report on the status of every college within the state (Selden,



1960). Accreditation has undergone shifts in focus from inputs and resources to student learning
outcomes, yet accreditation remains the main system of quality assurance for institutions of
higher education (Volkwein, 2010; Yingqiang & Yongjian, 2016). Critical to the financial
resources of an institution, accreditation is a requirement for participation in federal and state
financial aid programs (Fester et al., 2012; Molinera, 2013; Ryan, 2015).

U.S. higher education accreditation activities are conducted by various types of
accrediting agencies. However, institutional accreditation of colleges and universities is
principally undertaken by regional accreditors within specific geographical areas. New England
Commission of Higher Education (NECHE), formerly the New England Association of Schools
and Colleges (NEASC), founded in 1885, was the first accreditation initiative that brought
secondary schools and college administrators together from the same geographic region
(Brittingham, 2009). The aim of NECHE was to address the problems of college admissions
requirement and curriculum standards, as well as to articulate the differences between secondary
schools and colleges (Selden, 1960). Over the next 40 years, five additional associations
replicated these efforts in designated regions, providing coverage for all colleges and universities

in the United States and several international institutions as shown in Table 1.1 below.



Table 1.1

Regional Accrediting Organizations

Accreditor Year Founded Geographical Region

New England Commission of 1885 Connecticut, Maine,

Higher Education (NECHE) Massachusetts, New
Hampshire, Rhode Island,
Vermont

Middle States Commission on 1887 Delaware, the District of

Higher Education (MSCHE) Columbia, Maryland, New
Jersey, New York,
Pennsylvania, Puerto Rico, the
Virgin Islands

Higher Learning Commission 1895 Arizona, Arkansas, Colorado,

(HLC) Illinois, Indiana, Iowa,
Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota,
Missouri, Nebraska, New
Mexico, North Dakota, Ohio,
Oklahoma, South Dakota,
West Virginia, Wisconsin,
Wyoming or federally
authorized sovereign nations

Southern Association of 1895 Alabama, Florida, Georgia,

Colleges and Schools Kentucky, Louisiana,

Commission on Colleges Mississippi, North Carolina,

(SACSCOC) South Carolina, Tennessee,
Texas, Virginia, Latin America

Northwest Commission on 1917 Alaska, Idaho, Montana,

Colleges and Universities Nevada, Oregon, Utah,

(NWCCU) Washington

Western Association of 1924 California, Hawaii, and the

Schools and Colleges Pacific Basin

(WSCUC)

Accrediting Commission for 1962 California, Hawaii, Guam and

Community and Junior
Colleges (ACCJC) Western
Association of Schools and
Colleges

American Samoa,
Commonwealth of the
Northern Mariana Islands,
Republic of Palau, Federated
States of Micronesia, and the
Republic of the Marshall
Islands.

Source: https://www.chea.org/chea-and-usde-recognized-accrediting-organizations




The Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA) was established in 1999 to
coordinate and examine accreditation as well as to serve as a national advocate for the
effectiveness of accreditation (Bloland, 1999). Both CHEA and the DOED formally recognize
accrediting agencies that comply with policy and meet all recognition standards. Supported by
dues and fees from member institutions and periodic grants, accrediting agencies operated
independently which served to maintain the autonomy of institutions (Brittingham, 2009).

Different types of accreditation organizations review diverse postsecondary educational
institutions, each with dissimilar standards, principles, and criteria (Donahoo & Lee, 2008).
Additionally, one level of accreditation would be insufficient to address the accrediting needs of
the various institutions. Currently, three major types of accrediting organizations operate in the
U.S. higher education system (Eaton, 2015; Ryan, 2015; SACSCOC, 2018, p. 194; Volkwein,
2010), providing institutional accreditation and specialized/professional/or programmatic
accreditation as shown in Table 1.2. As of January, 2020, CHEA recognizes 59 institutional,
national, and programmatic accrediting organizations, while DOED recognizes 51 such
accreditors.

Table 1.2

Types of Accrediting Organizations

Type of Accreditor Review Type

Regional accreditors Accredit degree-granting, public and private,
two-year and four-year institutions

National career-related accreditors Accredit degree and non-degree granting, for-
profit, career-based, single-purpose institutions

Programmatic accreditors Accredit specific programs and professions,
such as medicine, law, engineering, and health
professions

Source: https://www.chea.org/chea-and-usde-recognized-accrediting-organizations
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Initial accreditation standards were quantitative, requiring that institutions self-report data
in support of gaining membership in the accrediting organization. However, in 1934, the North
Central Association of Schools and Colleges (now the HLC) incorporated a model of accrediting
an institution in terms of the achievement of its stated mission (Troutt, 1979). Following HLC’s
lead, the other regional accrediting agencies subsequently adopted the mission-based approach in
lieu of the initial rigid quantitative measures (Finkin, 1994).

Between 1850 and 1944, a growing number of higher education institutions, increases in
student enrollments, and introduction of federal financial aid funds changed the landscape of
higher education and precipitated an evolution of accreditation. For example, the passage of the
Serviceman’s Readjustment Act in 1944 provided federal funding for veterans to attend college.
From that point forward the lines increasingly blurred between private accreditors and the federal
government (Cohen & Kisker, 2001) with the enactment of three additional significant legislative
acts between 1950 and 1965.
1944-Present: Beyond Advocacy for Institutional Quality to “Gatekeepers”

A myriad of stakeholders began to rely on the accreditation process to assure acceptable
levels of quality in higher education (Brittingham, 2009). Reports of widespread abuse and
significant amounts of federal funding going to diploma mills for inadequate education led to a
greater need for quality control (Gillan, Bennett, & Vedder, 2010). Therefore, as part of the
passage of the Veteran’s Readjustment Act of 1952, Congress restricted access of federal funds
only to accredited higher education institutions (Hartle, 2012). Accreditation became the federal
government’s assurance of quality and the “gatekeeper” of federal funds to higher education

institutions (Crow, 2009; Eaton, 2010; Ewell, 2011; Neal, 2008; Urofsky, 2013).
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Ewell (2008) noted a fundamental change in accreditation when accreditors adopted the
primary components of the review process in the early 1950s. The review included a self-study,
peer-review site visits, final report, and a formal decision by the commission to reaffirm,
sanction, or revoke accreditation. These components are still the basic elements of the
accreditation process today which are carried out on a multi-year cycle. The Higher Education
Act (HEA) of 1965 pushed accreditation further into the role of determining eligibility for
federal funding for higher education institutions, and it simultaneously expanded the eligibility
for federal financial aid funding to students attending accredited career colleges (Gaston, 2014).

Evidence of increases in student loan defaults and allegations of fraud and abuse
continued into the 1980s (Hartle, 2011; Committee on Governmental Affairs, United States
Senate 1991, pp. 6, 34). Consequently, the National Institute of Education advocated more focus
on student learning outcomes (Brittingham, 2009). These concerns resulted in increased
government pressure on accreditation to respond with improved assurance of quality and
measures of public accountability (Hartle, 2011). Other stakeholders increasingly made demands
for accountability which led to an agreement between all parties that accreditation should be
accountable to its constituents based on evidence of the effectiveness of institutions and
programs (Eaton, 2003).

Subsequent amendments to the HEA in 1972 evidenced more federal involvement in
accreditation to ensure the necessary oversight (Bloland, 1999). From the 1950s through the
1990s, the federal and state governments’ relationship with accreditation converged more
intricately, resulting in reduced autonomy and more responsibilities for accrediting agencies (see
Figure 1.2). Specifically, the HEA required accreditors to evaluate new areas at each institution

(Ewell, 2008; Flores, 2015). It also established the National Advisory Committee on
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Institutional Quality and Integrity (NACIQI) to assess the higher education accreditation process

(Eaton, 2003).

® Recognize accreditors as reliable authorities on
assessing the quality of education offered by schools

m Certify schools as eligible to participate
in federal student aid programs

® Ensure that participating schools comply with laws,

Dept. of

Y regulations, and policies governing federal student aid
Education
Oversight
triad
Roles and
* responsibilities
= Authorize schools = A B Establish, apply, and enforce
to offer postsecondary @ ’ standards that help ensure that the
education and respond mﬁm education offered by a school is of
to student complaints F—— % — sufficient quality to achieve the
- objectives for which it is offered
States Accrediting

agencies

Source: GAO analysis of relevant federal laws and regulations. | GAO-18-5

Figure 1.2 Roles and responsibilities of the U.S. higher education triad.

The philosophy of higher education accreditation, before the 1980s, focused on inputs
and resources (Ewell, 2005; Wolf, 2005 as cited in Volkwein, 2010). During the 1990s, the
accreditation philosophy focused on government and other stakeholders interests, which required
that accreditors examine and measure student learning outcomes, alumni accomplishments,
faculty citations, and honors through standards of institutional assessment and effectiveness
(Ewell, 2008; Volkwein, 2011; Yingqiang & Yongjian, 2016). New demands for external
accountability reflected a student-centered philosophy. Many came to question whether

professional accreditation agencies’ specification of learning outcomes could produce consistent
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changes in programs and student outcomes. Researchers suggested that the change in
accreditation’s focus to outcomes would impact accreditation’s role in program improvement
(Volkwein, Latucca, Harper, & Domingo, 2007).
Roles and Functions of Accreditation

Among the roles of accrediting agencies in the U.S. higher education system,
prominently included are functions such as assurance of quality and institutional effectiveness
(Ryan, 2015; Volkwein, 2010). Eaton (2003) argued that accreditation helps preserve the
academic value of higher education and provides a buffer from political influence. It also
provides assurance to private employers in making hiring decisions, supporting employee’s
educational aspirations, and making charitable donations (Alstete, 2004; Eaton, 2003;
Harcleroad, 1980). Accreditation serves as a gatekeeper of federal financial aid and financial
support in that it only allows access to federal and state funds by accredited institutions. Finally,
accreditation eases the transfer of students to other colleges and universities (Eaton, 2003).

Ryan (2015) suggested two different conceptions of quality in accreditation. First, there
are tacit conceptions of value and intellectual property. Second, there is performance conception
with inputs and outputs, as well as performance indicators. Similarly, Volkwein (2010) asserted
that quality assurance has dual purposes. The first purpose is inspirational and is oriented toward
internal improvements. The other is pragmatic and oriented toward external accountability.
Donahoo and Lee (2008) noted the lack of agreement on the definition of quality. Furthermore,
the authors pointed out that there are limited definitions on educational quality, as each regional
agency takes different approaches to quality (Donahoo & Lee, 2008). McFarlane (2010) also

raised a legitimate question of “Whose quality?” when considering institutional quality.
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The diversity and complexity of institutions of higher education require different
standards and criteria. Researchers reported that accreditation standards and criteria are created
collaboratively by the member institutions of the regional agencies (Ryan, 2015; Volkwein,
2010). The six regional accreditation agencies create standards and criteria for the accreditation
process based on best practices at member colleges and universities (Manning, 2011; Molinero,
2013) and apply them to all higher education institutions under each agency’s jurisdiction.
However, due to the decentralization of the accreditation system, institutions often have concerns
with ambiguity of standards and terms used by accreditors (Ryan, 2015; Schmadeka, 2012). In
1979, Trout concluded that no research existed to confirm or refute accreditor’s claim that certain
criteria assures quality. In another study, Paton, Fitzgerald, Green, Raymond, and Borchardt
(2014) noted that institutional leaders found that the terms of accreditation agencies standards are
often oblique and differential.

Accreditation Process and Practice

Accrediting agencies must strive to balance their related and sometimes conflicting duties
of self-regulation and accountability, as well as the demands of quality improvement and quality
assurance (Alexander, 2015; Baker, 2002; Eaton & Neal, 2015; Gaston, 2014; Gillan et al., 2010;
Hartle, 2012; Schray, 2006; Sibolski, 2012). These demands require that accrediting agencies
hold institutions accountable for quality outcomes while also evaluating and improving the
quality of institutions and programs. Currently, these duties are accomplished through a system
of self-study and peer review. However, debate continues about the effectiveness of the current
accreditation process (Alexander, 2015; Dickeson, 2006; Gaston, 2014; Gillan et al., 2010;

Schray, 2006).
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An institutional accreditation review is conducted every five to 10 years after initial
certification. Figure 1.3 displays a sample of a typical accreditation review process. Generally
speaking, the entire review process is conducted over a three-year period and scheduled by the
accrediting agency based on an institutional status of graduate or undergraduate. Eaton (2015)
described the current accreditation process and its components: self-study, peer-review, site visit,

judgement by accrediting organization, and periodic external review.

E School self-evaluation Q H Peer review site visit

School sends accrediting agency a '\ U A committee of peer volunteers, generally
self-evaluation describing its performance ( from other schools, is selected by the

in relation to the accreditor’s standards. accrediting agency to review the

school’s self-evaluation and conduct

a site visit to assess the school's
compliance with accreditor’s standards.

Accreditation typically lasts from
a few years to up to 10 years,
after which the school must reapply

Appeals
Bl Accrediting agency decision E Peer review report
The accrediting agency considers the Committee produces a confidential report

process
available
self-evaluation and the peer review team'’s assessing the school’s compliance with

assessment before issuing a decision on the accreditor’s standards and makes
the school’s accreditation status. a recommendation on the school’s
accreditation.

Source: GAO analysis of information from accreditors and relevant federal law. | GAO-18-5

Figure 1.3. Sample accreditation review for higher education institutions.

While all of the regional agencies use common practices, there are differences in
standards, processes, and terminology (Eaton, 2010). For example, SACSCOC clusters the
components listed above around four phases of the accreditation process: (1) preparation, (2) the

off-site review, (3) the on-site review, and (4) action by the SACSCOC Board of Trustees. Ten
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steps in the accreditation process are summarized in the following four phases as discussed in the

SACSCOC Handbook for Institutions Seeking Reaccreditation:
Phase 1: Preparation. This phase begins with an orientation meeting of the assigned
Commission staff and the institutional Leadership Team to discuss any critical issues and
the timeline for the review process. Over the course of the next 15 months, the institution
prepares and submits a written self-study which includes two primary documents: the
Compliance Certification and the Quality Enhancement Plan (QEP). The purpose of the
self-study is to examine and document the institutional mission and practices in
accordance with the agency’s accreditation standards, as well as to determine where they
meet or exceed standards and identify any needed improvement.
Phase 2: Off-site Review. The Off-site Review Committee receives the institutional self-
study and remotely conducts an evaluation to make a judgment on whether the institution
meets the established accreditation standards. The committee then meets to finalize and
prepare a written report of its findings. The report is submitted to the institutional
Leadership Team and the Off-site Review Committee invites the Leadership Team to a
telephone conference to discuss the findings.
Phase 3: On-site Review. Approximately 20 months after receipt of the Off-site Review
Committee report and other required documents from the institution, the On-site Review
Committee visits the institution. The committee evaluates the acceptability of the QEP;
reviews any non-compliance noted in the Off-site Committee report; reviews standards
and requirements of the U.S. Department of Education (DOED); and reviews other
concerns that may arise during the site visit. A final report is completed and forwarded to

the Commission and transmitted to the institution.
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Phase 4: Board of Trustees Review. The institution submits to the Commission and the
Chair of the On-site Review Committee a response to any recommendation in the On-site
Review Committee report and a copy of the QEP within four months. Following a
review of the primary documents, the institution’s response, and an analysis by the Chair
and the institution’s Commission representative, the Board of Trustees takes action on the
accreditation. Board decisions could include granting or denying accreditation, revoking
accreditation, or other conditional decisions. Conditions might entail granting
accreditation with reporting, deferral, warning, show cause, or with condition. During
this time an institution may be subject to monitoring, annual reporting, decision actions,
interim reporting, focused visits, or sanctions. (SACSCOC, 2018, pp. 12-15)

Noting the limitation of accreditation literature to explain certain aspects or products of

the accreditation process such as the self-study, assessment, or strategic planning, Alstete (2004,

2007) and Wood (2006) addressed the preparation and implementation of the accreditation

review process. Alstete (2004) offered an interpretative accreditation strategy whereby campus

leaders manage the meaning of the accreditation process. Wood (2006) conducted a qualitative

study that explained the steps to plan for the accreditation review process for practitioners. The

study provided a detailed, chronologically ordered table of tasks, including focal tasks and

activities that build the foundation for how an accreditation process proceeds. These works

shifted the focus of the accreditation review from compliance activities, or the mechanical

fulfillment of requirements, to interpretative strategies that build on attitudes, symbols, staff,

politics, and culture of stakeholders.

Accreditation has had support from numerous sectors with respect to its ability to

promote continuous improvement in higher education. It also has been shown to be a reliable
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source of assurance, with some minor changes to enhance the system. However, accreditation
has also had its share of criticism and accusation of stifling innovation. Alrebish (2017)
contended the value of accreditation is still in question, with various concerns regarding its
legitimacy, influence, and effectiveness.

Theoretical Framework

This article aims to examine how the discourse of accreditation acts as a power
phenomenon that helps shape its influence on academic quality and improvement at institutions
of higher education. I used concepts of power to explore accreditation as a power phenomenon.
Specifically, I used Foucault’s two concepts of panopticon and governmentality, which had
previously been used to analyze accreditation discourse in a Norwegian study by Engebretsen et
al. (2012).

According to the Lexicom, power is defined as the ability to influence change in others
(Lexicom, N.D.). Engebretsen et al. (2012) contended that power is exercised differently in
organizations based on the organizational structure and design. Pfeffer (1981) developed a
typology of power based on two variables: degree of centralization and degree of consensus on
goals and means achieving them. For example, in a professional organization, such as an
accrediting agency or a higher education institution which generally has low centralization and
high degree of consensus and means to achieve them, the source of power is typically expertise
through normative and knowledge means (Bess & Dee, 2012).

Foucault (1991) described power related to governance as influencing the actions and
self-understanding of others through different forms, methods, and technologies (Burchell,
Gordon, & Miller, 1991; Rose, 1999). Foucault further suggested that the concepts of
panopticon and governmentality are two forms of power emanating from different places, one

external and the other internal to individuals (Engebretsen et al., 2012). Panopticon represents
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an external view of governance where power is exercised through surveillance or visible control
systems to observe behavior. According to Rose (1999), governmentality is an internal view of
governance that is internalized, with organizational members actively taking part in their own
self-government. Rose argued that to ensure that a society functions, it is useful to monitor and
influence people to do what is deemed good and right. Similarly, Lukes (1974) proposed a three-
dimensional view of power, whereby the desires, beliefs, and wants of organizational members
are shaped and modified by others external to the organization (Lukes, 1974, p. 23 as cited in
Bess & Dee, 2012, p. 542). Therefore, power associated with governmentality is not necessarily
negative because it can result in positive outcomes.

According to Foucault (1976, 1986), power is inextricably tied to knowledge in the sense
that those with power have the ability to determine the rules that designate what constitutes
knowledge (Bess & Dee, 2012, p. 479). Knowledge becomes a mode of control and regulation
for dominant groups over less dominant groups. Knowledge then is equated with a truth claim,
and such claims can be used to sanction behaviors that deviate from acceptable practices.
Foucault (1976, 1986) argued that everyone is subjected to the production of truth through power
and cannot exercise power except through the production of truth. The author suggested, for
example, that the criteria for determining accuracy and verifiability of knowledge are established
through consensus among members of social institutions, organizations, professions, and
academic disciplines, such as accrediting agencies.

Foucault emphasized a social constructionist perspective on power as being relational.
Power exists and is exercised in the context of a relationship between two coworkers, two
departments, or two organizations. For the purpose of this article, I refer to the power

relationship between two organizations: an accrediting agency and a higher education institution.
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The literature on accreditation in U.S. higher education is overwhelmingly comprised of
historical overviews, anecdotal commentaries and articles, and reports. However, the current
lack of transparency of the accreditation review process, climate in higher education, and
challenges facing colleges and universities suggest the need for further investigation of
institutional accreditation (DOED, 2006).

By exploring concepts of power and governance, | aim to provide a better understanding
of how power is exercised by accreditation agencies for assuring the quality of higher education.
The study highlights various texts within the accreditation documents of SACSCOC, the regional
accreditor for the Southern region of the United States, in order to illustrate Foucault’s two
concepts of power inherent in accreditation discourse. The primary question guiding the analysis
is: What shapes the discursive power within the institutional accreditation process as reflected in
SACSCOC accreditation documents?

Methods

The purpose of this article was to gain more nuanced knowledge of how accreditation
works and its different manifestations. I used basic qualitative methods to guide my research,
and to select, appraise, and synthesize data contained in various documents of accreditation
discourses. I reviewed several documents (policies, standards, annual reports and proceedings,
and handbooks) of one regional accrediting agency, SACSCOC, to examine accreditation as a
discourse. However, I did not follow a discourse analytic model but rather analyzed specific
texts from the documents through the lens of Foucault’s two concepts of power. Two questions
guided my review of the SACSCOC documents: What statements shape the power within

accreditation discourse? What power concepts are used as the basis for accreditation practices as
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expressed in the language of documents? These questions also determined the focus and
boundaries of texts in the documents that I used as examples.
Data Collection

Six regional accreditors have responsibility for accrediting entire higher education
institutions in different regions of the United States. However, I purposefully selected (Merriam
& Tisdell, 2015) SACSCOC, the agency responsible for accrediting higher education institutions
in the Southern region. Miles and Huberman (1994) suggested a strategy for sampling which
considers a case that is typical or normal for the data being collected (p. 28). For example,
Troutt (1979) noted that while evaluation criteria vary in format, emphasis, and terminology, the
six regional accreditors share common areas of concerns and assumptions of educational quality.
As such, I selected SACSCOC for this study as its standards, policies, and requirements
represent the core values of all duly recognized regional accreditors.

I searched SACSCOC’s website (http://sacscoc.org/documents/) to locate documents that

pertained to accreditation standards, policies, or requirements. | concentrated on those listed
below to identify language that demonstrates the power that resides in the discourse of
accreditation:

SACSCOC’s mission statement

Handbooks (For institutions and reviewers)

Principles of Accreditation: Foundations for Quality Enhancement

Resource Manual for the 2018 Principles of Accreditation

SACSCOC policies

Annual Reports and Proceedings
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Data Analysis

Making use of qualitative data analysis techniques, I inductively analyzed the SACSCOC
documents (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Iinitially read each document to gain an understanding
of the embedded information and scrutinize relevant texts. I reread the documents which
allowed me to identify segments of texts that revealed how power is expressed in the texts. |
then labeled the segments (i.e., codes) and created a list of the codes. After reviewing the list of
codes, I combined the list to form categories of similar codes, in order to develop themes. My
review of the SACSCOC documents revealed three forms in which power is expressed in the
texts through the use of key words or phrases. These forms included: (a) compliance with
standards and core requirements, (b) evidence or documentation of educational outcomes and
regulations, and (c) self-directed quality assurance.
Positionality Statement

Scholars stress the importance of a researcher being sensitive to how one conducts each
aspect of a study and how they could potentially introduce and mitigate biases (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2015; Milner, 2007; Peshkin, 1988). First, | am a former Assistant Vice President for
Research with over 30 years of experience in research and grants managements at two large
predominantly white institutions in the Southern region of the United States. During my career, |
participated in numerous accreditation reviews at both the institutional and programmatic levels
but often viewed them as intrusive and somewhat burdensome. Second, | identify as African
American and a graduate of an HBCU. | am interested in pursuing this research to contribute to a
deeper understanding of the accreditation process and the challenge it poses to these valuable

members of U.S. higher education.

23



Since retiring from higher education administration nearly 10 years ago, | occasionally
provide consulting services to colleges, universities, and other non-profit organizations. In doing
so, | engage with institutional leaders concerning the challenges facing higher education, which
often include accreditation issues. | make recommendation for organizational changes that
would enhance and improve their academic and program performance to successfully maintain
accreditation. As such, | took steps to ensure the overall quality of the study. For example, |
iteratively revisited the documents to verify my understanding of the texts. | also created an
audit trail to inform future research on similar topics (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The audit trail
includes analytic memos | wrote throughout the study to capture my initial and later insight into
the collected data.

Discussion

Accrediting agencies’ overarching role is to serve as a reliable quality assurance system
for higher education (Eaton, 2010). They also serve a “gate keeper” function for access to Title
IV funds. Regional accreditors receive their authority to conduct accreditation activities through
a formal recognition process by CHEA and the DOED (Wellman, 1998). Such recognition
signifies the legitimated power or formal authority of accreditors to carry out their
responsibilities. Inherent in this authority is also the concept of coercive power in the
accreditation process, which Bess and Dee (2012) suggested encourages compliance (p.142).
Such power may be expressed in the language of directives, instructions, and policies.

Most accrediting agencies’ mission statements include responsibilities for continuous
quality improvement, student learning, and institutional effectiveness (Sanders, 2016). For
example, the mission statement of SACSCOC reads as follows: “The mission of the Southern

Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges is to assure the educational
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quality and improve the effectiveness of its member institutions” (SACSCOC, 2018d, p 3) The

language of this mission statement empowers SACSCOC to independently assure the quality of
higher education within its regional jurisdiction.

The following quote from the Preamble to Resource Manual for the Principles of
Accreditation highlights the paradox of power inherent in the language of the document. First,
the statement allows the institution to develop its own decisions regarding compliance with
accrediting standards. The passage also highlights the power that resides with the accrediting
review committee to determine the institution’s compliance.

The manner in which an institution makes its case for compliance with The Principles of

Accreditation: Foundations of Quality Enhancement (the Principles of Accreditation or

Principles) is an institutional decision, and the process employed by a review committee

to reach its decision on compliance issues is likewise determined by the professional

judgment of that committee within the context of the institution’s specific mission and

circumstances. (SACSCOC, 2017, p. 1)

Through the interplay of Foucault’s concepts of panopticon (the power of the accreditation
review committee to pass judgement on the institution’s compliance) and governmentality (the
power and freedom of the institutions to determine its own means of compliance with
SACSCOC principles), accreditation insures academic quality and continuous improvement
within the context of the institution’s specific mission.

Three primary themes emerged from the discourse analysis of the SACSCOC
accreditation documents that I reviewed. These included the following key words or phrases: (a)

compliance with standards and core requirements, (b) evidence or documentation of educational
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outcomes and regulations, and (c) self-directed quality assurance. These phrases illustrate how
power circulates through language in discourse.
Compliance with Standards

Numerous SACSCOC documents connect standards to accreditation. Merriam-Webster
defines standard as something set up and established by authority as a rule for the measure of
quantity, weight, extent, value, or quality. It refers to a model or normal measurement for
accreditation activities (Merriam-Webster, Incorporated, 2020). Deviation from the standards or
normative expectations (Bess & Dee, 2012, p. 143) may result in sanction or adverse action

(SACSCOC, 2018a).

SACSCOC policies insist that institutions are responsible for maintaining compliance
with all standards, whether or not they are driven by the SACSCOC membership or as a result of
federal expectations (Resource Manual, p. 7). Table 1.3 contains a list of the current standards
and core requirement of SACSCOC Principles of Accreditation. These standards and
requirements function as a form of Foucault’s panopticon (Engebretsen et al., 2012), whereby the
quality of the institution’s educational programs is governed from a distance by SACSCOC
through its written documents. Paradoxically, these same standards and requirements also foster
Foucault’s concept of governmentality. For example, each accredited institution establishes,
practices, and maintains quality standards for its own educational programs in accordance with
those of the accrediting agency. Therefore the power of accreditation operates within the
language used in the accrediting standards which renders the institution equally invested in

quality assurance.
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Table 1.3
SACSCOC Core Requirements and Standards

Core Requirements
1.1 (Integrity)
2.1 (Institutional mission)
3.1 a (Degree-granting authority)

3.1.b (Coursework for degree)

3.1.c (Continuous operation)

4.1 (Governing board characteristics)
5.1 (Chief executive officer)

6.1 (Full-time faculty)
7.1 (Institutional planning)

8.1 (Student achievement)

9.1 (Program content)

9.2 (Program length)

9.3 (General education requirements)
11.1 (Library and learning/information
resources)

12.1 (Student support services)

13.1 (Financial resources)
13.2 (Financial documents)* (see note below)

Standards
4.2.c (CEO evaluation/selection)
4.2.d (Conflict of interest)
5.4 (Qualified administrative/academic
officers)
6.2.a (Faculty qualifications)
6.2.b (Program faculty)
7.3 (Administrative effectiveness)
8.2.a (Student outcomes: educational
programs)
8.2.b (Student outcomes: general education)
8.2.c (Student outcomes: academic and
student services)
10.2 (Public information)
10.5 (Admissions policies and practices)
10.6 (Distance and correspondence education)
10.7 (Policies for awarding credit)
11.2 (Library and learning/information staff)

11.3 (Library and learning/information
access)

12.4 (Student complaints)

13.6 (Federal and state responsibilities)
13.7 (Physical resources)

14.1 (Publication of accreditation status)
14.3 (Comprehensive institutional reviews)
14.4 (Representation to other agencies)
14.5 (Policy compliance)

Source: SACSCOC https://sacscoc.org/app/uploads/2019/07/AccredProceduresApplicant.pdf

Documentation/Evidence

Two important key words found in SACSCOC documents were “documentation” or

“evidence”. According to the Principles of Accreditation, peer evaluators will look for evidence

of each standard as an integrated activity. Evidence must be objective, relevant, reliable,

representative, and verifiable to demonstrate compliance with SACSCOC standards and

requirements. Additionally, the following excerpt comes from the SACSCOC Resource Manual:
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In all cases, the institution is responsible for documenting compliance with the Principles
of Accreditation. When doing so, it should consider the most appropriate ways for
demonstrating compliance in light of its mission and then focus on presenting its case.
According to SACSCOC Resource Manual, “It is not sufficient for an institution to
merely assert compliance with a standard; it must provide documentation to support its

bR 1Y

assertions.” “...there are two types of evidence: (1) documents that describe how the
institution operates: bylaws, strategic plan, catalog, handbooks, manuals, policies, or

procedures; and (2) documents that show how the institution operates in practice...”.

(SACSCOC, 2018b. pp 3-6)

This excerpt implies that quality educational programs are exclusively those that can be
documented. It illustrates the power of accreditation through the language used in policies and
guidelines to give preference to certain forms of knowledge. Requiring documentation or
evidence precludes certain knowledge forms such as tacit knowledge, professional skills, or
professional discretion from consideration for accreditation (Engebretsen et al., 2012). The
institution can only demonstrate compliance with SACASOC quality standards and requirements
through documents or measurable outcomes.
Self-directed Quality Assurance
SACSCOC describes its philosophy on accreditation in the following way:
Self-regulation through accreditation embodies a philosophy that a free people can and
ought to govern themselves through a representative, flexible, and responsive system.
The empowerment flowing from self-regulation promotes both innovation and

accountability ...” At the heart of SACSCOC’s philosophy of accreditation, the concept
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of quality enhancement assumes that each member institution is engaged in ongoing

improvement of its programs and services... (SACSCOC, 2018d, p. 4)

These three statements express a philosophy that the quality of education resides with each
institution. SACSCOC merely provides support to the institution in realizing its potential for
academic quality and improvement. Rose (1999, p. 67) referred to this as “discipline of
freedom” where the accreditor encourages institutional autonomy through their endeavors and
choices. Similarly, Foucault’s concept of governmentality is envisioned where the governor and
governed are the same actor.

The current accreditation system of U.S. higher education expresses power through
various agency discourses. Yet, accreditation is in need of changes to address the new challenges
of colleges and universities especially those related to increased student loan debt and increased
competition in recruitment for international students (Molinero, 2013). A 2002 publication of the
American Council of Trustees and Alumni (ACTA) raised several concerns about accreditation,
including: the escalating costs associated with the accreditation process to institutions, legal
issues, and the effectiveness of accreditation in assessing educational quality (Leef & Burris,
2002). Based on another investigation, ACTA (2002) further concluded that accreditation did not
ensure quality but instead created additional costs for colleges and universities.

The Spellings Commission on the Future of Higher Education issued the Spellings Report
in 2006 which asserted that accreditation was not transparent, consistent, or comparable, and
suggested significant changes to the current structure, including independent reviewers in lieu of
peers, greater public-private involvement, a national accreditation framework, and measured

student learning (Chaden, 2013; Schray, 2006; U.S. DOED, 2006).
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Criticism of Accreditation

The question of the effectiveness of the accreditation system to respond to the ever
increasing demands for accountability has also been the basis of criticism (Amaral, Rosa, &
Taveras, 2009). Some critics point to the continuing erosion of accreditation standards (Baker,
2002; Murray, 2012). Similarly, Bardo (2009) raised the issue of accreditation agencies’ process
lack of transparency related to discussions during the review. For example, it is only after the
final decision is made regarding an institution’s accreditation status that such actions are revealed
by the agency.

While criticism has been leveled against various aspects of accreditation, an area
garnering increased attention is peer-review, one of accreditation’s foundational components
(Sanders, 2016). A quick glance at the accreditation process outlined above describes how peer
review essentially permeates three of the four phases of the review process. In Eaton and Neal’s
(2015) view, one of the major concerns surrounding accreditation is the ability of the peer review
process to ensure educational quality and provide adequate compliance measures to protect
federal funds (Eaton & Neal, 2015). Etkin (2014) further argued that the peer review process
inherently has bias and potential conflicts of interest that may preclude volunteer evaluators from
conducting a fair and objective evaluation of a fellow institution under review (Etkin, 2014).

The American Enterprise Institute (AEI) and ACTA regularly criticize accreditation for
slowing innovation and maintaining the status quo. In response, Kezar (2014) that many of the
criticisms are made with limited evidence or single anecdotes to support the claim. Kezar’s own
major studies on institutional change since the 1990s found that accreditation emerged as both a
guide and source of pressure for important changes (2014). Amaral et al. (2009) also noted that

despite the periodic criticism, accreditation seeks to address and improve the operation of all
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higher education institutions. For example, there is a critical need to better understand the
influence of institutional accreditation on HBCUs.

There has been longstanding criticism of SACSCOC’s relationship with the nation’s
HBCUs. In 4 centennial history of the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools, 1895-
1995, Miller (1998) provided a general account of the place that SACCOC occupied in Southern
society and history over the first 100 years of existence. Wielding substantial power and
influence in Southern education and society, SACSCOC’s founders began with the earnest desire
to improve standards of the profession, bring order to the region’s educational system, and be a
progressive influence on the wider society in which they worked and lived. SACSCOC was
shaped by historical and social forces in its creation and development over the years, while
similarly playing a significant role in shaping Southern education and society (Miller, 1998).

Nevertheless, Miller (1998) noted that HBCUs were not recognized as part of the region’s
educational system. For years Black and White administrators of Black colleges demanded that
SACSCOC take responsibility for evaluating and accrediting their institutions but were only met
with resistance (Carter, 1996; Miller, 1998). It was not until 1957 that SACSCOC finally
admitted 15 Black colleges into membership (Miller, 1998). The refusal of Black college
admissions to membership was a glaring indictment of the double vision and standards held by
SACSCOC throughout its history. It is one of the issues that contribute to criticism leveled
against this accrediting agency even today (Miller, 1998).

Future of Accreditation

Several articles in the literature focused on redesign and improvement of the current

approach to accreditation. Molinero (2013) argued that since the government has taken on a

more regulatory role in accreditation, it should take a more active role in changing the
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accreditation system to incorporate more standardization. Ryan (2015) suggested that the rise in
international higher education should prompt accrediting agencies to focus more attention on
assessing imported and exported academic. Craven, Scott, and Kiser (2009) asserted that more
colleges and universities should propose submission of the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality
Performance (MBNQP) application in lieu of the traditional accreditation self-study. Gaston
(2014) suggested that developing common ground around such areas as shared vocabulary,
elimination of meaningless procedural differences, and better communication in easily
understood terms would enable higher education accreditation to effectively communicate with
the public, stakeholders, and policymakers. The author also recommended earnest strategic
discussion between specialized and regional accreditation to increase coordination. Finally,
Gaston (2014) suggested including additions to accreditation agency governing boards and
review teams to better reflect all stakeholders, including students, business leaders,
policymakers, and student families. Dillion (1995) also called for new federal policies that
establish high-quality alternative accreditation agencies, specific to institutional types such as
research universities or liberal arts colleges.

Accreditation has received its fair share of criticism. With ongoing calls for more
accountability, accrediting agencies are challenged to find new ways to respond to these
pressures, and higher education faces increased uncertainty (Kreighbaum, 2019). On June 11,
2019, Senator Murphy (D-Connecticut) issued a white paper that outlined ideas for an
accountability framework to address higher education quality and completion crisis. Essentially,
the proposal would expand accountability in colleges and universities, while preserving access
for low-income students (CHEA, 2019). It would set minimum federal standards for completion,

value, and spending by institutions. Accrediting agencies would be required to provide feedback
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and technical assistance to institutions in meeting the accountability requirements and share best
practices to increase college completion rates of low-income, first-generation, and students of
color (CHEA, 2019).

Alongside Senator Murphy’s white paper, and in response to long-standing demands to
streamline the accreditation process, it appears that proposed changes to accreditation regulations
fit into the broader agenda of the Trump administration to cut down on regulations. On July 12,
2019, the U.S. DOED issued a proposal in the Federal Register to loosen federal standards for
accreditation of colleges and universities. The proposal addresses regulatory changes, as well as
changes to accreditation standards (Kreighbaum, 2019).

According to the Federal Register, the rule-making proposes reduction in regulations and
changes in accreditation standards for accreditors and higher education institutions alike. Table
1.4 shows the amendments to the current DOED regulations that are specific to accreditation
(Fed. Reg., June 12, 2019).

Table 1.4

U.S. Department of Education Proposed Revised Accreditation Regulations

1. Revise the requirements for accrediting agencies in their oversight of member
institutions and programs to be less prescriptive and provide greater autonomy and
flexibility in order to facilitate agility and responsiveness and promote innovation

2. Revise the criteria used by the Secretary to recognize accrediting agencies to focus
on education quality and allow competition

3. Revise the Department’s process for recognition and review of accrediting agencies

4. Clarify the core oversight responsibilities among each entity in the regulatory
triad—accrediting agencies, States, and the Department—to hold institutions
accountable

5. Establish the roles and responsibilities of institutions and accrediting agencies in

the teach-out process

Source: CHEA website at https://www.chea.org/review-us-department-education-final-accreditation-
regulations
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DOED suggests that the benefits of the proposal include providing transparency and
improving institutional access for students, honoring autonomy and independence of agencies
and institutions, restoring focus and clarity, and restoring public trust in the accreditation process
and the value of higher education (Fed. Reg., 2019). This development is further evidence of the
growing influence of the federal government on higher education through new rules and policies.

Conclusion

Higher education faces continuous challenges in addressing issues of accountability,
compliance, and institutional effectiveness. In light of the globalization of higher education,
advances in technology, and campus security concerns, it must prepare for these new challenges.
Accreditation continues to evolve alongside the higher education enterprise in response to
changes of modes of delivery, for-profit educational organizations, and technological
innovations. New challenges and opportunities for improvement in the academic quality of
higher education institutions, as well as student learning outcomes, will continue to drive
changes in the accreditation system.

This article described the U.S. higher education accreditation system from its founding to
the present. In doing so, it showed how accrediting agencies have legitimate authority to assure
academic quality and institutional improvement through their recognition from CHEA and the
U.S. DOED. It showed how power is inherent in various accreditation discourses of policies,
standards, and core requirements. It also examined how higher education institutions voluntarily
assume self-regulation and responsibility for the development, implementation, and assessment
of those standards and requirements.

Policymakers can benefit from additional insights into accreditation to strengthen the

argument for needed changes to the overall quality of the U.S. higher education system.
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Likewise institutional leaders can develop better strategies to improve academic quality on their
individual campuses. Faculty, staff, students, and other constituents can also gain a deeper
understanding of accreditation, which remains sparse in the academic literature. For example,
better understanding of accreditation can dispel the perception of it being an intrusion into

academic freedom and encourage more faculty participation in the process.
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BROKEN PROMISES, UNBROKEN DREAMS

Introduction

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUSs) have the monumental charge of
educating a cadre of African American, first-generation, and low-income students. Despite
being short on resources, most HBCUs have celebrated over 100 years of service to this nation
and their communities (Evans, A. L., Evans, V., & Evans, A. M., 2002). Research has provided
clear evidence of a growing concern for the survival of these institutions in the current economic
and political environments as they struggle financially, experience governance problems, and
contend with decreasing enrollments (Peeples, 2016).

This article explores several of the challenges confronting HBCUSs, including
accreditation, financial instability, and shrinking enroliments, as well as other issues critical to
the future of these important institutions. While many colleges and universities face these
challenges, the impact appears to be more devastating for HBCUs because of the profile of their
students. In many cases, were it not for HBCUSs, their students would never have an opportunity
to attend college.

| used a basic qualitative approach to review and synthesize the academic and general
literature to respond to two questions: (a) What are some of the challenges facing HBCUs and
how do they impact the survivability of these institutions? and (b) What are potential solutions to
those challenges? The approach also facilitated the organization and presentation of study

findings.
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Historical Overview and Literature Review

Throughout the history of higher education in the United States, numerous obstacles have
been created for African Americans. Official policies tended to reinforce injustices, while other
efforts endeavored to restrict African Americans from obtaining an education to limit avenues
for advancement (Bracey, 2017). Yet with faith, tenacity, and dogged determination, African
Americans prevailed through their own devices to attain literacy and education (Bracey, 2017).

As defined by the federal government, HBCUs are academic institutions established prior
to 1964 with an overarching mission to educate African Americans (Roebuck & Murty, 1993).
First established in the late 1800s primarily in the southern United States, HBCUs were founded
and developed in the hostile environment of legal segregation (Hamilton, Cottom, Aja, Ash, &
Darity, 2015; Roebuck & Murty, 1993). These institutions were borne out of necessity by ex-
slaves and certain religious institutions because of the unfulfilled promise of freedom after the
American Civil War (Bracey, 2017).

The federal government, through the Freedmen’s Bureau, was tasked with providing for
the education of former slaves and began establishing Black colleges in 1865. Driven by a desire
to Christianize and educate former slaves, Black and White missionary organizations established
the majority of private HBCUs prior to 1890. On the other hand, most of the nation’s public
HBCUs were established after passage of the second Morrill Act of 1890. Unwilling to integrate
the historically White institutions, Southern state governments still desiring federal funds for
higher education, instead established a separate group of Black institutions (Gasman & Tudico,
2008). Black students were essentially denied a choice of where to attend college or university
in the South due to enforced segregation policies (Bracey, 2017).

Near the end of the nineteenth century, HBCUs began serving the needs of White

northern industrial philanthropists such as Andrew Carnegie, James Baldwin, John D.
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Rockefeller, Julius Rosenwald, and John Foster Peabody (Anderson, 1988; Watkins, 2001).
These industrial philanthropists supported industrial education to control the various forms of
industry and in doing so made significant contributions to HBCUs. The colleges and universities
in return provided industrial education in sewing, cooking, horse-shoeing, agriculture, and
mechanical arts (Gasman & Tudico, 2008). Black intellectuals such as W.E.B. Dubois opposed
the emphasis on industrial education, focusing instead on a liberal arts curriculum (Bracey, 2017,
Lewis, 1994). Following a shift in attitude around 1915, the involvement of the industrial
philanthropists started to support both industrial education and the more academic curriculum,
which continued through the late 1930s (Anderson, 1988).

During the succeeding two decades, the leadership of HBCUs transitioned from White to
Black. The federal government also took renewed interest in higher education with the passage
of the Higher Education Act of 1965 (HEA) to strengthen the educational resources of colleges
and universities and provide financial assistance for students (Gasman, 2007; Higher Education
Act 1965, Pub. L. No. 89-329). Although the HEA was amended 10 times prior, it was not until
1986 that the act was amended with Title I11B to specifically recognize HBCUs as a defined
class of institutions (Wershbale, 2015) (see Table 2.1 below). HEA Title I11B essentially
acknowledged the contributions of HBCUs in assisting Black, low-income, and disadvantaged

Americans to attain equal opportunity.
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Table 2.1

List of HBCUs by State

ALABAMA

MISSOURI

Alabama A&M University

Harris-Stowe State University

Alabama State University

Lincoln University of Missouri

Bishop State Community College

C.A. Fredd Campus of Shelton State
Community College

NORTH CAROLINA

Concordia College Selma

Barber-Scotia College

Gadsden State Community College

Bennett College

J. F. Drake Technical College

Elizabeth City State University

Lawson State Community College

Fayetteville State University

Miles College

Johnson C. Smith University

Oakwood College

Livingstone College

Selma University

North Carolina A&T State University

Stillman College

North Carolina Central University

Talladega College

St. Augustine’s College

Trenholm State Technical College

Shaw University

Tuskegee University

Winston Salem State University

ARKANSAS

OHIO

Arkansas Baptist College

Central State University

Philander Smith College

Wilberforce University

Shorter College

University of Arkansas at Pine Bluff

OKLAHOMA

Langston University

DELAWARE

Delaware State University

PENNSYLVANIA

Cheyney University of Pennsylvania

DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

Lincoln University

Howard University

University of the District of Columbia

FLORIDA

SOUTH CAROLINA

Bethune-Cookman University

Allen University

Edward Waters College

Benedict College

Florida A&M University

Claflin University

Florida Memorial University

Clinton Junior College

Denmark Technical College

GEORGIA

Morris College

Albany State University

South Carolina State University

Clark Atlanta University

Voorhees College

46




Fort Valley State University

TENNESSEE

Interdenominational Theological Center

American Baptist College

Morehouse College

Fisk University

Morehouse School of Medicine

Knoxville College

Morris Brown College

Lane College

Paine College

LeMoyne-Owen College

Savannah State University

Meharry Medical College

Spelman College

Tennessee State University

KENTUCKY

TEXAS

Kentucky State University

Huston-Tillotson University

Jarvis Christian College

LOUISIANA

Paul Quinn College

Dillard University

Prairie View A&M University

Grambling State University

Saint Philip’s College

Southern University and A&M College

Southwestern Christian College

Southern University at New Orleans

Texas College

Southern University at Shreveport

Texas Southern University

Xavier University of Louisiana

Wiley College

MARYLAND

VIRGINIA

Bowie State University

Hampton University

Coppin State University

Norfolk State University

Morgan State University

Virginia State University

University of Maryland, Eastern Shore

Virginia Union University

Virginia University of Lynchburg

MICHIGAN

Lewis College of Business

WEST VIRGINIA

Bluefield State College

MISSISSIPPI

West Virginia State University

Alcorn State University

Coahoma Community College

U.S. VIRGIN ISLANDS

Hinds Community College

University of the Virgin Islands

Jackson State University

Mississippi Valley State University

Rust College

Tougaloo College

Source: HBCU Radio Network. Retrieved from http://hbcuradionet.whur.com/hbcu-list/

In August of 1980, President Jimmy Carter signed Executive Order 12232 (1980) to
alleviate the effects of discriminatory treatment and strengthen and expand HBCUs. The order

ostensibly implemented a federal initiative to identify, reduce, and eliminate barriers to HBCUs’
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participation in federally sponsored programs. A year later, Executive Order 12320 (1981)
revoked order #12232. This new order created an annual federal program to accomplish the
same goals, but also aimed to involve private sector institutions in strengthening HBCU .

Following the establishments of the first two executive orders above, each successive
president of the United States signed executive orders with similar goals for assisting these
institutions. President George H. W. Bush signed Executive Order 12677 in 1989 to establish a
Presidential Advisory Board on Historically Black Colleges and Universities to advise the
president and the secretary of education on methods, programs, and strategies to strengthen these
valued institutions. In 1993, President William Jefferson Clinton signed Executive Order 12876
which required that a senior level executive in each agency have oversight in implementing the
order, and that the Office of Management and Budget be involved in monitoring implementation
of the order. On Feb. 12, 2002, President George W. Bush signed Executive Order 13256,
transferring the White House Initiative on Historically Black Colleges and Universities to the
Office of the Secretary within the U.S. Department of Education.

In 2008, President Barack Obama signed Executive Order 13532 that established an
Executive Director to serve both the White House Initiative and the President’s Board of
Advisors on HBCUs. Finally, on February 28, 2017, President Donald Trump signed an
executive order that moved the White House Initiative on HBCUs from within the U.S.
Department of Education to the Executive Office of the President (TMCEF, Policy, n.d.).

For nearly the last 40 years, executive orders sought to enhance HBCUSs’ capabilities
through partnerships with federal agencies, private sector, educational associations, and
philanthropic organizations (TMCEF, 2018). Despite the combination of federal legislations,

amendments, and executive orders implemented to remedy historical inequities in funding
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allocation, these institutions remain woefully under-resourced (TMCEF, 2018). Yet HBCUs strive
to remain faithful to their collective mission of providing higher education opportunities for
African Americans, as well as to their distinguishing characteristics of providing holistic
academic and social spaces for their students and communities (Davis, 2015).
Distinctive Characteristics of HBCUs

Bound together under the government’s definition of “institutions established before 1964
for the purpose of educating African Americans”, the nation’s HBCUs are in fact very diverse
and quite different from one another (Brown & Davis, 2001; Gasman, Lundy-Wagner, Ransom,
& Bowman, 2010; HEA of 1965). While often discussed as a category (Simms & Bock, 2014),
these institutions are public and private, large and small, religious and nonsectarian, men’s and
women’s, and selective and open. The collective mission of HBCUS is to educate and graduate
students from underrepresented groups, provide culturally sensitive programs, and perform
public service for their host communities (Gasman et al., 2010).

One recent quantitative research study sought to evaluate the homogeneity of HBCUs.
Using data from NCES and NPSAS, Simms and Bock (2014) noted that variability between
HBCUs was smaller than variability within HBCUs. Congruent with the extant literature, the
authors concluded that something intrinsic to HBCUs, apart from race, makes them distinct. The
study confirmed that HBCUs provide a welcoming and nurturing environment for students
(Simms & Bock, 2014).

Brown and Davis (2001) found that HBCUs play a critical role in the lives of their
students and the African American communities where they are located, given the social roles of
administrators, scholars, and students. These institutions have a legacy of encouraging civic

engagement and community organizing. In Radicalizing the Ebony Tower, Williamson (2009)
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noted that Black colleges served as centers for the Black freedom struggle and equality for all
Americans. For instance, in the 1960s, Bennett College students helped plan events and
participated in the Civil Rights Movement, as did students from nearby North Carolina A&T
State (Sanders, 2019; Wikipedia, n.d.). In 1968, South Carolina Highway Patrol officers shot
and killed three students on the campus of South Carolina State College and wounded 27 others
for demonstrating against racial segregation in Orangeburg (Wikipedia, n.d.). Two years later, in
May of 2017, Jackson State University police killed student protesters demonstrating against the
United States invasion of Cambodia during the Vietnam War (Jackson State University, n.d.).

HBCUs also participate in a unique social contract in U.S. history, provide social capital
and social networks for their students and graduates, and serve as a “social equalizer” for
individuals historically denied access to higher education opportunity and participation in society
(Brown & Davis, 2001). These institutions have assumed responsibility for preparing African
American students for active engagement in a society rife with social hostility. They provide an
empowering family-like environment and close faculty-student relationships for students.
HBCU s also explore U.S. race relations (Bracey, 2017), and as mentioned above, some served as
the locus of events of the Civil Rights Movement. Not surprisingly, many leaders of the
movement were HBCU graduates.

However, denial of access to many higher education institutions still persists today for
many African American and low-income students (Bracey, 2017; Hamilton et al., 2015). While
the denials are not as overt as in the past, they manifest themselves in other forms such as
policies and practices that accomplish the same goal. HBCUs continue to be a viable path for

and remain committed to these students.
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Methods

The purpose of this article was to better understand HBCUs and answer two questions:
(a) What are some of the challenges facing HBCUs and how do they impact these institutions?
and (b) What are potential solutions to those challenges? I used basic qualitative methods to
select, appraise, and synthesize data found in various public and private publications related to
HBCUs. Ireviewed numerous documents such as academic research articles, policy briefs,
reports, books, and websites to explore the characteristics, accreditation challenges, relevance,
and survivability of HBCUs.

I extensively searched the websites of the U.S. Department of Education, Center for
Minority Serving Institutions at Rutgers University, the United Negro College Fund, and the
Thurgood Marshall College Fund to identify new initiatives and ongoing programs that support
HBCUs. Iinductively analyzed the documents (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). I initially read and
reread each document to gain an understanding and synthesize relevant information to answer
my two questions.

Positionality Statement

Scholars stress the importance of a researcher being sensitive to how one conducts each
aspect of a study and how they could potentially introduce and mitigate biases (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2015; Milner, 2007; Peshkin, 1988). First, | am a former Assistant Vice President for
Research with over 30 years of experience in research and grants managements at two large
predominantly white institutions in the Southern region of the United States. During my career, |
participated in numerous accreditation reviews at both the institutional and programmatic levels

but often viewed them as intrusive and somewhat burdensome. Second, | identify as African
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American and a graduate of an HBCU. | am interested in pursuing this research to contribute to a
deeper understanding of the challenges faced by these institutions.

Since retiring from higher education administration in 2011, | occasionally provide
consulting services to colleges, universities, and other non-profit organizations. In doing so, |
engage with institutional leaders concerning the challenges facing higher education, which often
include accreditation issues. | make recommendation for organizational changes that would
enhance and improve their academic and program performance to successfully maintain
accreditation. As such, | took steps to ensure the overall quality of the study. For example, |
created an audit trail to inform future research on similar topics (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The
audit trail includes analytic memos written throughout the study to capture my initial and later
insights into the collected data.

Discussion

Numerous challenges face HBCUs today including issues surrounding alumni
engagement, enrollment and matriculation, limited financial resources, accreditation, and
concerns about relevance and value. However, two issues are particularly troubling for many
HBCUs: limited financial resources and accreditation, which are inextricably tied to the survival
of many of these institutions. A third challenge is making the case for the value and relevance of
HBCU:s. In the following sections I discuss these three challenges, which are most frequently
mentioned in the literature as they relate to HBCUs.

Decreased Funding

Most HBCUs were established with federal financial support. However, longstanding

policies and practices at the state level have resulted in the under-sourcing of institutions such as

HBCUs (Coupet, 2013). Since 2008 there has been an increase in the number of states

52



implementing performance based funding (PBF) policies, or some version thereof, that link
outcome measures (i.e., degree completion, retention, and credit accumulation) to the amount of
an institution’s funding appropriation. Research has demonstrated that PBF has little impact on
degree completion rate, yet policymakers continue to use these policies (Boland & Gasman,
2016). Such policies have an adverse impact on HBCUs and other minority serving institutions
in terms of decreased funding, thereby exacerbating the already strained financial conditions at
these institutions. According to a policy brief of the Association of Public Land Grant
Universities, between 2010 and 2012, public 1890 land-grant universities failed to receive
approximately $57 million in federal research and extension funding due to states not meeting
the one-to-one matching requirement (Lee & Keys, 2013). Despite an historical backdrop
littered with hostility and few resources, HBCUs have been resilient and adaptable (Gasman et
al., 2010). These institutions are still relevant, impactful, and necessary as nurturing
environments that affirm and inspire African American, first-generation, and other students.
Accreditation Challenges

American higher education establishes and maintains standards of quality through a
system of accreditation that ensures education quality control (Selden, 1960). Accreditation
certifies the quality of education and institutional effectiveness through a voluntary process of
institutional self-study and peer-review (Donahoo & Lee, 2008; Fester et al., 2012).
Accreditation also facilitates transfer of college credits to other institutions (Clark, 2009).
HBCUs are among the more than 7,000 institutions of higher education in the United States
today (Brown, Kurzweil, & Pritchett, 2017). As with other colleges and universities in this

country, these institutions endeavor to effectively and efficiently accomplish their mission
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through offering high quality programs and activities that meet the quality standards of all
constituents.

HBCU s are a vital part of the U. S. higher education landscape. Always operating with
fewer financial resources than predominantly White institutions, these institutions rely heavily on
public funding, which is inextricably tied to achieving and maintaining accreditation. Loss of
accreditation threatens their ability to provide crucial financial aid to needy students and further
exacerbates decreased student enrollment (American Association of University Professors,
2013).

As HBCUs strive to remain true to their collective mission of providing quality education
to African American, low income, and first-generation students, as well as the opportunity for
degree attainment, they must contend with the ongoing struggle to comply with the demands of
their predominant accreditation agency: the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools
Commission on Colleges (SACSCOC). Accreditation plays a critical role in the life of most
higher education institutions, including HBCUs (Fester et al., 2012). With limited endowments,
relatively small enrollments, and fewer resources, these institutions depend heavily on public
funding which is linked to accreditation. However, these institutions frequently find themselves
unable to meet quality standards established by one of their many constituents, particularly the
accreditation organizations.

Studies show that HBCUs are disproportionately represented among higher education
institutions that received warning or probation sanctions from an accrediting agency (Baylor,
2010; Cantey, Blank, Mack, & Davis, 2012; Fester et al., 2012; Wershbale, 2010). Accreditation
sanctions threaten an institution’s ability to provide financial aid to students and adversely

impact student enrollment (NCES, 2013). While sanctions do not automatically revoke an
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institution’s accreditation, the stigma attached implies lower quality or substandard programs
which may damage the institution’s reputation. This is of particular concern to HBCUs because
accreditation status is linked to the institutional reputation as perceived by external constituents
(Davis, 2015). However, Wheelan (2019), president of SACSCOC, commented on the mistaken
perception that HBCUs are of lesser quality than other higher education institutions. According
to Wheelan, SACSCOC uses the exact same principles of accreditation for all institutions in the
Southern region, rendering it illogical to assume that HBCUs are of lesser quality than other
institutions.

Nevertheless, HBCUs comprised a significant portion of higher education institutions in
the Southeast region with accreditation sanctions or scenarios in which the certification had been
effectively revoked. According to the December 2015 Accreditation Actions and Public
Disclosure Statements on the SACSCOC website, 21 institutions were either on probation or
warning status in the Southern region of the United States, and over 38% of such institutions
were HBCUs (SACSCOC, n.d.).

Fester et al. (2012) identified numerous challenges facing HBCUs, including
management of scarce resources, governance and board effectiveness, and innovative processes,
which are critical to HBCUs’ survival and fulfilling their mission. While the very survival of
HBCU s is in jeopardy from a myriad of internal and external challenges, maintaining
accreditation is one of the most critical. Most students who attend these institutions can barely
afford a postsecondary education (Gasman et al., 2012), which translates into low tuition revenue
streams for most HBCUs. Furthermore, most HBCU students rely heavily on federal financial
aid; therefore, certification of institutional accreditation is crucial for access to governmental

funding (Baez, 2008).
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Many institutions of higher education could be described as fragile and vulnerable,
aggravated by internal and external conditions such as increased requirements for transparency
and disclosure, institutional accountability, and quality assurance (Martin & Samels, 2009). For
example, in a qualitative study examining HBCUs, Coupet (2013) noted strong government
funding dependence. The author suggested that such dependence might increase administrative
expenses and have a negative impact on institutional accreditation status. Coupet found that
creating accountability requirements that interfere with optimal administrative structures and
financial operations exacerbated many HBCUSs’ financial status. Ironically, a significant number
of the accreditation sanctions issued over the past several years involved noncompliance in the
area of fiscal concerns (Wershbale, 2010). Dervarics (2007) also noted that many of these
sanctions were issued by SACSCOC, the accrediting agency for most of the HBCUs in the
United States, as well as the agency of primary focus in this article.

Notwithstanding the dismal outlook, critics, and ongoing challenges, HBCUs today are
demonstrating their relevance by attracting and educating more non-traditional and international
students (TMCEF, 2018). Most HBCUs have survived for over 100 years, are striving, and do
have a future in the American higher education system. Always doing more with less financial
resources, these institutions rely heavily on public funding, which is inextricably tied to
achieving and maintaining accreditation. Accreditation plays a critical role in the life of many
HBCUs because certification is required to qualify for federal or state funding (Fester et al.,
2012).

Impact, Opportunity, and Relevance of HBCUs
Numerous commentaries on the relevance, effectiveness, and high quality of HBCUs

abound. According to a 2010 briefing report from the United States Commission on Civil
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Rights, the efficacy of HBCUs in educating students for generations, and in preparing students
for the increased demands for highly skilled workers, remain very effective (U.S. Commission
on Civil Rights, 2010). The commission also found that HBCU students reported higher levels
of academic engagement than counterparts at non-HBCUs.

HBCU s continue to be a significant part of the U.S. higher education system by providing
a wealth of social and economic benefits. For example, HBCUs constitute only 3% of U.S.
institutions of higher education, yet they enrolled 12% of all African-American students
(Hubbard, 2006). Nichols (2004) suggested that at one point HBCUs also served the largest
number of financially disadvantaged students in the nation. From inception, these institutions
championed access, opportunity, and cultural empowerment for African American, low-income,
and first-generation students (Allen & Jewel, 2002; Williams & Davis, 2019).

While significantly underfunded relative to historically and predominantly White
institutions, HBCU students have a similar probability of earning a baccalaureate degree (Kim &
Conrad, 2010). These institutions graduate 20% of all Black students who attend college and
award 40% of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) degrees to all Black
students in the United States (Gasman et al., 2010; Goode, 2011). HBCUs have been
instrumental in building the African American middle class in the United States and have worked
to change the racial climate in significant ways (Gasman et al., 2010).

With limited resources, HBCUs in the United States still carry a disproportionate share of
the burden for educating first-generation students from poor and low-income households (Baez,
Gasman, & Turner, 2008). Some of these institutions are thriving; others are struggling to make
ends meet, with most somewhere in between (Gasman et al., 2010). Nevertheless, HBCUs

continue to draw African American students because of their empowering and nurturing
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atmosphere, small class sizes, close faculty-student relationships, and life with less racial
hostility (Gasman et al., 2010).

Black colleges were borne out of enforced segregation in America, which denied Black
students a choice of higher education institution (Bracey, 2017). Being banned from attending
White colleges and universities, Black Americans had no option but to establish their own
institutions. Segregated practices continued well in the 1960s, particularly in the South, where
White colleges were not open to Black students, even if they were academically qualified. On
the other hand, Black colleges have always welcomed all qualified students, regardless of race or
nationality (Bracey, 2017).

HBCUs still serve an important role as a gateway in the education of African American
students, and it is important that they are supported and strengthened to remain vital. From the
perspective of students and other constituents, Goode (2011) offered the following comments
from students and student affairs professionals: “HBCUs provide a culturally affirming,
psychologically supportive environment; they offer generous financial aid; there is the comfort
and familiarity of a majority Black student body; and HBCUs value their students and work to
increase their confidence” (p. 1). In contrast, some Black students attending predominantly
White institutions often report feelings of isolation and outright hostility (Hamilton et al., 2015).
Incidents of racial hostility perpetrated against students and faculty of color have also been
documented at these institutions.

Supporters also continue to point to positive evidence-based findings on the importance
of HBCUs. For example, scholars have found that HBCU’s enrolled 16% of all African

Americans who attended college and graduated 20% of those students (Gasman et al., 2010).
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They also graduate the majority of America’s African American teachers, doctors, judges,
engineers, and other scientific and technological professionals (TMCEF, 2018).

A recent technical report based on 2014 data from the National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES) Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) highlighted an
extremely impressive economic impact of HBCUs over multiple years (Humphreys, 2017). The
report showed a $14.8 billion nationwide impact of HBCUs spending; an employment impact of
134,090 jobs generated in the local and regional host economies; and the economic success of its
graduates in terms of lifetime earnings of $130 billion (Humprheys, 2017). HBCUs have
consistently and positively generated earning gains for their graduates and contribute to closing
the wealth gap between Black and White Americans (Brookings Institute Report, 2019). Without
question, HBCUs play an integral and crucial part in the U.S. higher education system.

Future of HBCUs

Like many other institutions of higher education, HBCUs face many challenges that
continue to be of concern to supporters, advocates, and constituents around the country. Several
factors are consistently cited as reasons for their struggles, among which are slowing student
enrollment, insufficient financial resources, aging infrastructure, and leadership challenges
(Freemen, Commodore, Gasman, & Carter, 2016; TMCF, 2018). However, during this period of
choice, access, and resources in higher education, solutions to these challenges are critical to the
sustainability and legacies of HBCUs (TMCEF, 2018).

In the midst of the challenges facing HBCUSs, discussions are taking place and actions
being undertaken at many different levels. For instance, in 2018, the Thurgood Marshall College
Fund (TMCF) and the American Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU) met

with former HBCU leaders, advocates, and congressional members to focus on challenges and
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offer some thoughtful solutions for the survivability and vitality of HBCUs (TMCEF, 2018).
Following are potential solutions for two of the most critical challenges discussed at the meeting:
declining student enrollment and financial instability.

Student enrollment:

e Develop strategies to recruit post-traditional students (working students) such as
establishing flexible schedules, satellite locations, and offering certificate
programs

e Use institutional research to better understand institutional student enrollment
data

e Create partnerships with other institutions (i.e., K-12 and community colleges).

e Consider further diversity of student body (historically Black, not exclusively
Black)

e Better communicate (market) the comparative advantages and value proposition
to prospective students

Financial instability:

e Better communicate their value proposition to current and potential funders,
policymakers, and partners. Promote HBCUs’ economic impact and economic
contribution, vision, goals, and outcomes

e Engage elected officials and policymakers to build relationships and increase
funding opportunities

e Become more knowledgeable of all available resources

e Work with other organizations that share common missions to form affiliations or

partnerships to leverage resources and initiatives, build economies of scales
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through shared services such as food services, vending, bundle contracts for
services (i.e., Blackboard or Banner). Partner with other institutions that
complement areas of strength in specialized fields or academic disciplines

e Through innovative collaboration and effective planning, consider mergers and
consolidations. With respect to the potential institutions, similarity, compatibility,
and mutual benefit of the institutions and students must be seriously considered
before undertaking. (TMCEF, 2018)

The effectiveness of these or similar strategies have already been demonstrated at some
HBCU . In a qualitative study, Davis (2015) highlighted the strategies and resources
implemented by one HBCU to recover from a substantial financial deficit and accreditation
challenges. Under the guidance of transparent and dynamic leadership, the institution curtailed
operations and enforced strict fiscal policies that helped stabilize its financial position. It also
implemented new marketing strategies to bolster the institution’s image and reputation, involved
faculty in the strategic planning process, and revised tenure and promotion policies. Although
student enrollment decreased by 50% during the changes, it allowed the institution to lessen its
debts and build a healthy financial foundation. That in turn promoted steady enrollment growth
and ensured accreditation compliance (Davis, 2015). In contrast, Talladega College, on the verge
of bankruptcy and loss of accreditation in 2008, grew enrollment through active recruitment of
male students. It reinstated its athletic program and established new academic programs
typically dominated by male students. In 2018-2019, enrollment steadily grew 56% from 2017-
18, with men now representing over 50% of the student body.

Recognizing the contributions and value of HBCUs to the United States, several

organizations established programs and other initiatives to help strengthen different aspects of
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HBCUSs’ capacity and ensure their future vitality. For example, HBCUs have far fewer
endowment assets than non-HBCU institutions. Because income derived from endowments
generally support lower tuition, faculty positions, libraries, and research, lack of endowments
constrains resources on these institutions (ACE, 2014; Williams & Davis, 2019). Therefore,
fundraising efforts have been prioritized in recent years. The Kresge Foundation in partnership
with the Southern Education Foundation launched the Kresge HBCU Initiative in 2000 and
awarded five grants to enhance fundraising capacity and address organizational challenges
surrounding HBCU fundraising operations (Schulze, 2005). Kresge provided funding,
mentorship, technical support, expertise, and staff development to grantee institutions. Similarly,
in 2008 the United Negro College Fund (UNCF) established its Institutional Advancement
Program (IAP), focusing on increasing alumni and trustee giving at HBCUs. The IAP provided
grants to support program planning, technical assistance, and professional development for
member institutions (Leak, 2018).

Struggles with leadership and governance are also among the challenges facing HBCUs.
With the greying of HBCU presidents, identifying and preparing highly skilled and innovative
presidents is imperative for the sustainability and efficiency of HBCUs (Freemen et al., 2016).
The Southern Education Foundation (SEF), created an initiative, “Investing in HBCU
Leadership” to identify the need for professional and technical development of HBCU
executives. SEF awards small grants to presidents, chief financial officers, and accreditation
liaisons to attend the SACSCOC annual meeting and receive needed resources directly (Keels,
2004). HBCUs are also welcoming a cohort of younger presidents and chancellors to take the

helm of these institutions. These new leaders bring years of experience in higher education
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administration, and they are leveraging relationships with government, industry, and mentors to
address the many challenges facing HBCUs (Pennamon, 2019).

Concerning the issue of accreditation, some small private religious affiliated HBCUs
struggling to retain certification have recently turned to the Transnational Association of
Christian Colleges and Schools (TRACS). This accrediting agency is structured in such a way
that it gives institutions vulnerable to the loss of accreditation additional time to engineer
solutions to problems (Jones, 2019). Some higher education leaders have advocated for an
accrediting agency that would be sensitive to the needs and challenges of HBCUs, thus ensuring
the survival of these institutions. TRACS may be one such agency that best fits the needs of
HBCUs.

Additionally, recent legislative developments are further reasons to be hopeful for the
future of HBCUs. On June 12, 2019, the U.S. Department of Education issued a proposal to
loosen federal standards for college accreditors. One of the proposed changes in the proposal
could expedite efforts of colleges to outsource or add new degree programs or add new satellite
campuses without accrediting agency approval (Fed. Reg., June 12, 2019; Kreighbaum, 2019).
While this is merely a proposal, it could ultimately enhance HBCUSs’ strategy of recruiting post-
traditional (working) students to grow enrollment. Establishing satellite campuses and certificate
program offerings can provide greater access for these post-traditional students (TMCEF, 2018).

A new Senate bill, the HBCU Propelling Agency Relationships Toward a New Era of
Results for Students (S.461, 2019), passed by Congress on February 13, 2019, aims to strengthen
the capacity and competitiveness of HBCUSs through public, private, and community partnerships

and engagement (Dennis, 2019). The primary goals of the HBCU PARTNERS Act are to:
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enhance HBCUs’ ability to fulfill their common mission of equalizing educational
opportunity for African Americans and others of all races;

align HBCUs with the educational and economic competitiveness priorities of the
United States;

provide HBCU students with the highest quality educational and economic
opportunities;

bolster and facilitate productive interactions between HBCUs and federal
agencies; and

encourage HBCUS’ participation in and benefit from federal programs, grants,

contracts, and cooperative agreements.

The HBCU PARTNERS Act goes beyond the previous presidential executive orders in that it

holds federal agencies accountable for:

1.

2.

developing annual plans for working more closely with HBCUs;

identifying areas under their jurisdiction where HBCUs are underrepresented;
developing plans to improve HBCUs engagement in such programs;
reporting progress toward stated goals, and

encouraging cross-sector (public, private and community) involvement in

improving HBCUSs’ capacity.

Reauthorization of the HBCU Historic Preservation Program occurred on March 12,

2019, which provides grant funding for the restoration of deteriorated historic buildings, and

bringing buildings into compliance with the American with Disabilities Act (TMCEF, 2019).

Similarly, a recent program of the National Trust for Historic Preservation, the African American
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Cultural Heritage Action Fund, seeks to train community members and HBCUs students in
preservation techniques.

Finally, the deficit-laden discourse concerning HBCUs must be challenged through
strategic communication and messaging efforts by leaders and advocates that highlight the
contributions of these institutions. Also new research that focuses on this relatively understudied
sector of American higher education can provide new insights into their impact, importance, and
relevance. All of these efforts engender optimism for the future sustainability of HBCUs.

Conclusion

Given the current atmosphere of racial hostility and intolerance in our society, HBCUs
are still necessary in these United States to educate African Americans and other students in a
safer and more nurturing environment (Hamilton et al., 2015). Findings in this article could
potentially encourage institutional leaders at HBCUs to engage more vigorously in implementing
the suggested strategies or similar ones to ensure their future viability and sustainability.
Additionally, recent population statistics suggest that people of color will soon become the
majority in the United States (Frey, 2014). Policymakers at the national and state levels may
benefit from the information presented in this article to craft new policies that address the needs
of educating the new majority.

As the efforts described previously converge on HBCUSs, the future looks hopeful for this
important member of the nation’s higher education system. Recent legislative developments,
several generous financial donations, and a cohort of young leaders entering the space of
presidents and chancellors, are further reasons to be hopeful for the survival of HBCUs. While
there have been many broken promises and false starts along the way, there is renewed hope that

these new efforts will positively impact the future of these institutions.
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TWO DECADES OF ACCREDITATION STRUGGLES AT BENNETT COLLEGE

Introduction

Bennett College is a small private liberal arts college for women located in Greensboro,
North Carolina. Bennett has struggled to maintain full accreditation since 2000 when it received
the first of many sanctions from the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission
on Colleges (SACSCOC). Having received several warnings and sanctions over the last two
decades, Bennett’s accreditation was revoked in December 2018 (SACSCOC, 2019). The
college immediately appealed the revocation decision but lost the appeal on February 18, 2019.
Bennett subsequently filed a lawsuit against SACSCOC and a motion for a temporary restraining
order to prevent SACSCOC from revoking its accreditation. The order was granted and Bennett
remains accredited until the final decision of the court case.

This article aimed to review the available literature (a) to provide a historical overview of
Bennett College, (b) describe some of the factors that led to the current state of affairs of the
college, and (c) describe some of the challenges the college now faces, and d) highlight efforts
underway to mitigate many of those challenges. The purpose is to illustrate how accreditation
challenges potentially could adversely impact the survivability of an institution of higher
education, particularly an HBCU. Because the situation at Bennett is fairly recent and fluid, |
relied heavily on newspaper articles, academic and general publications, and numerous websites

to gather information for this article.
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Background and Literature Review

Bennett College, one of the oldest Historically Black Colleges and Universities
(HBCU:s), was founded in 1873. It is a small private historically Black liberal arts women’s
college, located in Greensboro, North Carolina (Bennett College, About, 2019). Due to the
desires of newly freed slaves and the support of the Freedman’s Aid and the Southern Society of
the Methodist Church, Bennett was originally established as a co-educational institution, named
Bennett Seminary. Reverend Charles N. Grandison was elected Seminarian, the first Black
president in 1889 (African American Registry, 2008). However, the Women’s Home Missionary
Society desired a college for the education of Black women and the Methodist Church Board of
Education offered Bennett College for this purpose. As such, Bennett became a senior college
for women in 1926 and was operated jointly by the Missionary Society and the Board of
Education (Bennett College, History, n.d.).

Following the reorganization of Bennett into a senior college for women in 1926, Dr.
David Dallas Jones became president in 1927. During his 28 years tenure, Dr. Jones oversaw
significant expansion of the college to become a 40-acre institution with 30 buildings. Dr. Jones
was succeeded by Dr. Willa Beatrice Player who became the first woman president in 1955.
During her presidency, Bennett became the only private, Black college to attain full accreditation
from the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS) on December 5, 1957 (Hawkins,
2019; Thompson, 1958).

From its beginning in the basement of Warnersville Methodist Episcopal Church in
Greensboro, North Carolina, Bennett College steadily grew and is now a 55-acre campus with 32
buildings. The college also owns 112 acres off-campus for the future development of a women’s
research and training center (Bennett College, Academic Catalog, 2017-2020). Bennett offers

women a transformative liberal arts education by promoting scholarly pursuits, civic

73



engagement, social justice, and moral maturity. It also welcomes a diverse number of students,
faculty, and staff. The college strives to provide its students strong academic offerings and other
programs that encourage personal development and life-long learning in preparation for meeting
the changing needs of society.

Like many other small private institutions, Bennett faces numerous social, cultural,
economic, and political challenges. Its mission, vision, and philosophy are admirable, and the
college has graduated more than 5,000 students since 1930 (Bennett College, History, n.d.). Yet,
the question today is virtually the same one asked nearly two decades ago in the Chronicle of
Higher Education; “How did Bennett end up here?” (Borrego, 2002). The question at that time
concerned the issue of accreditation sanctions that threatened the closing of the college. Bennett
finds itself once again in that same predicament today.

Methods

The purpose of this qualitative article is to illustrate how accreditation challenges could
adversely impact the survivability of an institution of higher education, particularly an HBCU. 1
reviewed the academic and general literature on accreditation, newspaper articles, and numerous
websites to gather information pertaining to the accreditation struggles at Bennett College over
the last 20 years. I collected articles from the Chronicle of Higher Education, one of the primary
publications of higher education (Stepp, 2003). In addition, I reviewed other publications, such
as Diverse Issues in Higher Education, reports, briefs, and websites of Bennett College and
Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges (SACSCOC).
Essentially, I analyzed and synthesized the documents to develop a comprehensive view of issues

at the college that kept the college in an ongoing struggle to maintain accreditation.
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Discussion
How Did Bennett Get Here? 2000-Present

Concerns about Bennett’s financial management capability emerged as early as 1998
when the U.S. Department of Education (DOED) began an investigation into the administrative
capability of the institution to handle federal student aid (Borrego, 2002). DOED required
Bennett to repay approximately $1 million for mismanaging student aid. Additionally, in 1998,
the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) rescinded a $336,000 grant to
Bennett out of concerns with the accounting of previous grant funds. Bennett’s president at the
time, Mrs. Gloria R. Scott, admitted to computer problems that made it difficult to submit reports
to funding agencies (Borrego, 2002).

In 2000, Bennett received a formal warning sanction from SACSCOC for failure to meet
a deadline for submitting a financial audit (Foreman, 2000). One year later, in December 2001,
SACSCOC placed Bennett on probation for financial instability, the most serious sanction before
loss of accreditation. At the time, Bennett had accrued a $3.8 million deficit (“Bennett Alumnae
Raise $1 million”, 2003).

Since the 2000 accreditation review, Bennett has been on a cycle of sanctions.
SACSCOC placed the college on warning status and probation from 2001 to 2003. Bennett
successfully underwent the accreditation reaffirmation process in 2009 (Newsom, 2016).
However, SACSCOC issued warnings in 2011and 2015, then later placed the college on
probation in December 2016. All of the sanctions related to financial instability, failure to meet
standards for financial resources, and the governing board (Newsom, 2016). No detailed
information of the specific failures was provided by the accreditor. After receiving a one-year

extension of the probation, SACSCOC revoked Bennett’s accreditation in December 2018. The
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college appealed the revocation but SACSCOC denied the appeal. Bennett in turn filed a lawsuit
and remains accredited until the outcome of the court case.

Many critical factors influence the viability and sustainability of colleges and universities
today. These include demands for accountability and efficiency and growth of the internet, as
well as other political and economic challenges. However, factors such as declining student
enrollment and retention, access to funding, small endowments, leadership/governance, aging
infrastructure, and accreditation are especially challenging for HBCUs, such as Bennett
(Thurgood Marshall College Fund, 2018; Williams, Burt, Clay, & Bridges, 2018).

According to a SACSCOC Disclosure Statement issued December 9, 2018, Bennett
College did not meet the accreditation standard of the Principles of Accreditation - Core
Requirement 13.1 (Financial resources) - and failed to demonstrate a stable financial base to
support the mission and scope of programs and services of the college (SACSCOC, 2019).
Confirming the revocation is the following excerpt from the hearing of the U.S. Senate
Committee on Health, Education, Labor and Pensions:

In the case of Bennett College, they were dropped from membership because they could

not demonstrate financial stability and, even after raising $10 million dollars did not

demonstrate how they were going to be able to meet their financial obligations past the
current fiscal year. Additionally, this was not the first time they had been in this situation

with us. (Belle Wheelan in the case of Bennett College, 2019)

Research has shown a larger dependence on tuition and fees for most HBCUs, making
them more vulnerable to swings in student enrollment (Williams & Davis, 2019). As a small
private college, Bennett relies heavily on tuition revenue for operations. The most recent

Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) data indicate that over the last 10
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years, Bennett’s student enrollment has decreased by roughly 35%. In 2010, Fall student
enrollment was 710 compared to 465 in Fall of 2018. Consequently, declining enrollment meant
less tuition revenue which exacerbated the financial struggles Bennett already faced. Table 3.1
provides data on Bennett College Fall student enrollment from 2010 to 2018, reflecting declines

each year until an increase of 6% in 2018.

Table 3.1

Bennett College Student Enrollment

Year - Fall Enrollment # of Students
Fall 2010 714
Fall 2011 672
Fall 2012 646
Fall 2013 609
Fall 2014 545
Fall 2015 502
Fall 2016 390
Fall 2017 400
Fall 2018 465
Fall 2019 298*

Source: National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System.
(https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/InstitutionProfile.aspx?unitld=ach4b2b4b4ae). *Interview with Susanne
Walsh, for the News and Record September 28, 2019 (Newsom, 2019).

Table 3. 2 below provides a summary of Bennett’s financial statements which revealed
annual operating deficits for six years straight. The deficits track closely with the annual decline
and increase in enrollment as indicated above, with fiscal year 2018 ending in a surplus of

$461,038 and no audit findings.
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Table 3.2

Bennett College Net Operating Income

Fiscal Year Ending Net Income
2010 $ -384,053
2011 $-2,416,285
2012 $-1,395,166
2013 $ -693,666
2014 $ -371,425
2015 $-1,526,477
2016 $-2,069,659
2017 $ -216,836
2018 $ -461,038

Source: Source: National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System.
(https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/InstitutionProfile.aspx?unitld=acb4b2b4b4ae).

At the close of the fiscal year ending June 2018, Bennett’s Financial Statement reflected
$35 million in liabilities, substantially comprised of three loans from the U.S. Department of
Educations, HBCU Loan Program. These loans included $8,700,000 in 2001 for refinancing,
storm drainage, roof repairs, and upgrades to telephone/network; $21,000,000 in 2009 for new
student housing, academic buildings, and renovations; and $9,500,000 in 2010 for refinancing
outstanding debts (U.S. DOED, HBCU Loan Program, n.d.). Bennett and 12 other HBCU award
recipients from the loan program struggled to make the payments because of the 2008 economic
recession, as well as declines in enrollment related to change in the requirements of the Parent
Plus Loan Program (State New Service, 2018). However, the omnibus spending bill of March
2018 allowed Bennett to defer up to $1 million per year in interest payments on these loans

(Bennett College 2017-2018 Annual Report; Newsome, 2018). The deferment provided much
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needed relief in terms of a refund of $1.2 million and total expected financial benefit of
approximately $9 million over a six-year period.

Concurrent with the decline in student enrollment and budget and financial struggles,
leadership challenges over the last two decades also appear to have contributed to Bennett’s loss
of accreditation. While SACSCOC did not cite failure of standards for leadership/governance in
the December 2018 revocation, this issue was raised in the 2015 sanction. Bennett has been
under the leadership of seven (7) presidents since 2001. Of the seven presidents, only two served
for five years, Johnnetta B. Coles (2002-2007) and Julianne Malveaux (2007-2012). Gasman
(2012) indicated that the norm for college presidents is five to seven years. Similarly, a 2017
survey conducted every five years by the American Council on Education showed that the
average tenure for college leaders was six-and-one-half years in 2016, down from eight-and-one-
half years a decade before (Thomason, 2018). The average tenure of Bennett presidents over the
last two decades is less than three years.

SACSCOC’s Principles of Accreditation, Section 4, Governing Board, requires that the
institution’s governing board ensure both the presence of viable leadership and strong financial
resources to fulfill the institutional mission (SACSCOC, Noncompliance with accreditation
standards of governing boards was one of the reasons cited for the warning sanction Bennett
received in December 2015. This occurred shortly after the sudden resignation of then president
Rosalind Fuse-Hall in August of 2015, but the details of the sanction were not made public.
According to past president of Bennett’s National Alumnae Association, Gwendolyn Rice, the
Board of Trustee’s poor choices in recent presidential selections over the objections of the

alumnae, cannot be ignored (Hawkins, 2019).
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Also of interest was an online petition in January, 2019, that called for the immediate
resignation of Gladys Robinson, Chair of Bennett’s Board of Trustees. The petition called for a
vote of no confidence for failure to lead and galvanize the Board of Trustees to fundraise (Hall,
2019). The financial struggles that the college encountered over the last two decades, the
previous SACSCOC warning, as well as the petition point to problems with the governing board
that contributed to the current precarious situation in which Bennett finds itself fighting for
survival.

Current Status

Today, Bennett College offers 24 areas of study in two divisions: Division of Arts and
Sciences and the Division of Professional Studies (Bennett College, Fast Fact, n.d.). Although
the Fall 2019 enrollment is still in flux at 298 students, as of the fiscal year ending 2018 Annual
Report, there were 36 full-time faculty members and a student/faculty ratio of 11:1. Bennett also
has a current endowment of $13.1 million (Bennett College Annual Report, 2018). The college
remains accredited pending the outcome of a lawsuit filed after losing its appeal. Contingency
plans are in place should the appeal fail.

Meanwhile, Bennett alternatively seeks accreditation from the Transnational Association
of Christian Colleges and Schools (TRACS), with the goal of completing the process by June 30,
2020. TRACS is an approved institutional accrediting agency for Christian postsecondary
institutions, colleges, universities, and seminaries. It is recognized by both the U.S. Department
of Education (USDOE) and the Council for Higher Education. TRACS currently accredits
mostly theology colleges in the U.S. and internationally (TRACS, n.d.).

Bennett has undergone several other developments since the December 8, 2018

announcement from SACSCOC. On December 12, 2019, the college launched an aggressive
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fundraising campaign to raise $5.1 million by February 1, 2019, in hopes of convincing
SACSCOC of their financial stability. The “Stand with Bennett” campaign catapulted the
college onto the national stage and over a six-week period Bennett raised over $9.5 million from
more than 11,000 donors. Widespread social media coverage played a significant role in helping
the college reach its goal in record time.

At a town hall meeting on February 4, 2019, celebrating the successful fundraising
campaign, Gladys Robinson, Chair of the Board of Trustees, announced the formation of a blue
ribbon committee to help draft plans for Bennett’s financial and academic sustainability (Osei,
2019). On April 16, the Board of Trustees formally convened the independent Bennett Re-
engineering Committee (BRC), comprised of state and national experts. The charge to the
committee was to research, design, and recommend opportunities for Bennett’s sustainability and
satisfy the concerns of its accreditors. BRC focused on four core areas: (1) Academics, (2)
Student Services & Support, (3) Finance and Administration, and (4) Governance. Finally, the
BRC would also try to mediate the accreditation situation with SACSCOC (BRC, n.d.)

In advance of any formal reports, two early recommendations emerged from the BRC
concerning the institution’s leadership and an expansion of the Board of Trustees. Few details
about the recommendations were offered; however, the following developments are evidence of
the specific recommendation regarding Bennett’s leadership. First, Bennett’s Vice President for
Business and Finance, Leroy Summers, Jr., resigned on April 2, and the administration began a
national search to fill the vacancy (Persinger, 2019). Students initiated a petition for his
resignation, alleging financial impropriety; however, the Board of Trustees investigated and

found no evidence of financial mismanagement.
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Two months later, on June 21, 2019, the Board of Trustees announced the immediate
departure of President Phyllis Worthy Dawkins. Dr. Gwendolyn O’Neal was named interim
president (WFAE, 2019). The reason given for the abrupt departure was minimal (Glenn, 2019).
Dr. Dawkins’ departure was reminiscent of the abrupt August 2016 departure of Dr. Rosalind
Fuse-Hall. On August 4, a member of the Board of Trustees announced the resignation of Dr.
Fuse-Hall, effective August 8, one day before the freshman students arrived on campus on
August 9. As with the Dawkins’ resignation, a spokesperson said college officials would not
comment on the details of the resignation (Battaglia, 2016).

Finally, six days after announcing Dr. Dawkins’ resignation, on June 27 the Board of
Trustees announced the appointment of a new president, Suzanne Walsh. Walsh would begin
work August 1 on a part-time basis until January 2020 (Newsom, 2019). She is a former deputy
director at the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and held leadership roles at the Lumina
Foundation and the Heinz Endowments.

There are many prerequisites needed to meet the challenges of presidency of an HBCU.
For example, Freeman, Commodore, Gasman, and Carteret (2016) suggested that such leaders
need to possess entrepreneurial fundraising skills. They must be able to communicate the value
of HBCUs, and have a healthy and sincere appreciation for the legacy and traditions of these
institutions. Finally, aspiring presidents must have the ability to provide a compelling vision for
the institution (Freeman et al., 2016).

Walsh brings extensive experience in fundraising to her new job. While she has no work
experience at an HBCU or any four-year college, she has worked productively with HBCUs
through the Frontier Set, a multi-year program concerned with institutional transformation, at the

Gates Foundation (Hawkins, 2019). Walsh is also recognized as the kind of leader and forward
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thinker HBCUs need to be innovative, student-centered, and data-driven in decision-making.
To-date, she appears to have the support of the many of Bennett’s supporters, including alumnae
and the BRC (Hawkins, 2019).

In addition to the leadership changes mentioned above, the BRC recommended an
expansion and more diversity of the Board of Trustees. The BRC requested more representation
from the business community, finance, and education (BRC, n.d.). After hearing presentations
from the president, the senior leadership team, and representatives of the Board of Trustees at the
first BRC meeting on April 18, comments from committee members emphasized the need for a
true sense of urgency at Bennett.

At many colleges and universities, trustees are a crucial part of the success of a college.
Yet, members are often brought on board with little understanding of higher education in general,
and their institution in particular (Tugend, 2019). According to the Association of Governing
Boards of Universities and Colleges (AGB), the trend is that college boards are becoming more
engaged and activist-oriented. According to Tugend (2019), there is renewed interest in
acclimating members before the first board meeting to avoid passivity. These findings are
somewhat consistent with the recommendation of the Bennett BRC.

The formal work of the BRC spanned five months from April 16 through submission of
the final report to the Board of Trustees and the leadership team on September 13, 2019. The
BRC rigorously reviewed documents from Bennett College and other institutions; received
feedback from stakeholders including students, parents, alumnae, faculty, staff and donors
through an online survey; and conducted five focus groups. The BRC used both qualitative and
quantitative data to drive their work. The BRC also formed four subcommittees to facilitate

assessments and make recommendations to the full committee. The subcommittees included: (1)

83



Strategic Communications, (2) Academics and Student Support Services, (3) Administration and
Finance, and (4) Visionary Leadership and Governance.

On Friday, September 13, 2019, the Bennett College Board of Trustees and Leadership
Team received the final report developed by the BRC. The BRC co-chairs, Yvonne Johnson and
Tom Ross, and President Walsh spoke briefly at a town hall meeting to announce receipt of the
approximately 75-page final BRC report and thanked the committee members for their hard
work. The president commented on the next important steps to collectively strategize and
prioritize topics identified in the report in order to move forward.

The Board of Trustees, President Walsh, and the leadership team had already made
progress on several initiatives identified and recommended by the BRC prior to the final report.
For example, the following activities occurred in recent months:

e Convening of a finance summit by President Walsh on August 2, 2019, that
brought together national and local experts, leading to further work on the
five-year financial model developed by the BRC.

e Review of all vendor contracts to identify opportunities for efficiencies and
right-sizing.

e Development of a new enrollment management plan to strengthen recruitment
efforts, targeted recruitment strategies for spring and ‘mini-mester’, and
increased focus on transfer students.

o Institutional self-assessments of campus departments, including business and
finance, enrollment management, information technology, and facilities to

develop stabilization plans for each area.
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¢ Increase opportunities for students in academic areas of high demand, such as
science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields, where
Bennett does not have faculty and staft, by strengthening collaborations with
peer institutions.

Speaking at the BRC meeting, Tom Ross concluded his remarks by reminding the
audience that it took time to identify and make the recommendations to the board, and asked that
the board and leadership team be given time to read the final report and develop a strategy to
make the needed changes. The progress to date is commendable but many challenges remain for
Bennett.

Institutions of higher education across the nation face many complex challenges in
fulfilling their role of preparing students for life in an uncertain world. The potential impact of
artificial intelligence, robotics, and autonomous vehicles may make the future workforce very
different from the workforce of today. However, there are unique difficulties at HBCUs, single-
sex, private, and tuition-dependent institutions. While many colleges and universities fall into
one of these institutional categories, Bennett lies at the intersection of these four institutional
types. As such, there are complex challenges ahead. First and foremost, Bennett’s mission of
preparing young women for life in a new world, and knowing how to be flexible and adaptable
for leading in that world, presents one of the institution’s primary challenges.

Furthermore, the recommendations of the BRC have to be prioritized and implemented
with a sense of urgency. The specifics of the final report are not yet public. However, the
following four themes inherently guided the BRC’s assessment and recommendations to the

Board of Trustees, and are the immediate challenges facing Bennett College:
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1. Resolve to stabilize the finances, ensure accreditation, exercise discipline in meeting

fundraising goals, and adhere to spending restrictions required by the business model.

2. Provide visionary leadership and governance to enable a strategic mission and

concurrent set of priorities for change.

3. Be innovative and have tenacity to ensure enrollment growth and the success of

students.

4. Execute operational efficiencies and build the strength of the workforce at levels that

offer students a high-value experience.

Bennett must also find a new strategic leader of finance and business operations
following the resignation of the Vice President for Business and Finance. A new chief financial
officer would be critical to implementing the financial model included in the BRC final report.

Finally, Bennett has to strengthen its endowment. In the midst of challenges related to
debt, student access, political acuity, and technological change, Bennett is up to the task of
meeting the challenges, but lacks the resources to adapt to a higher education market defined by
outcomes. Building the endowment will provide more discretionary funds and help to reduce the
college’s dependence on revenue from tuition and fees.

Conclusion

Bennett College continues to struggle for survival. The small private historically Black
liberal arts college in Greensboro, North Carolina, is one of two HBCUs for women in the
United States. Bennett faces steep challenges as it strives to fulfill its mission to educate and
prepare women for leadership roles in the workplace and society.

Despite a positive turnaround in student enrollment and financial position during fiscal

year 2018, Bennett still faces loss of accreditation. Over that last year, Bennett has seen many
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changes, including new leadership. The college has charted a new course for survival and is
thriving with the help of the BRC. Bennett and many of its key stakeholders have embraced the
BRC recommendations and are hopeful that other proposed changes will be a way forward in

securing Bennett’s future.
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OVERALL CONCLUSION

American higher education is a diverse and complex system of colleges and universities
that reflects the varied complexities of the broader society and the diverse people they serve
(Berger & Calkins, n.d). In light of the globalization of higher education and technological
innovations postsecondary institutions must prepare for these new challenges. Accreditation
continues to evolve alongside the higher education enterprise in response to changes such as
globalization and technological advances. New challenges and opportunities for improvement in
the academic quality of higher education institutions, as well as student learning outcomes, will
also continue to drive changes in the accreditation system.

This qualitative study provided a heightened awareness and deeper understanding of
accreditation in assuring academic quality and continuous improvement. It examined the
academic and general literature to highlight accreditation’s influence on postsecondary
institutions, including HBCUs. It also traced the development of sanctions at Bennett College
over the last 20 years to illustrate the power of accreditation to potentially close the doors of the
college.

U.S. higher education accreditation agencies have legitimate authority to assure academic
quality and institutional improvement through their recognition from CHEA and the U.S. DOED.
Additionally, power is inherent in various accreditation discourses on policies, standards, and
core requirements. Likewise, higher education institutions voluntarily have the freedom and
responsibility of self-regulation for the development, implementation, and assessment of those

standards and requirements in the context of their mission. These two forms of power are
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intertwined into the accreditation system and struggle for control of academic quality and
improvement (Harvey, 2004).

Since 1965, accreditation has played a critical role in higher education institutions’ access
to federal funds. HBCUs significantly depend on federal financial aid funds, given their limited
endowments, lack of adequate resources, and relatively small enrollments. The link between
accreditation and access to federal funds makes HBCUs particularly vulnerable to accreditation
sanctions. The study described how the power of accreditation could influence the survivability
of these institutions. The mission statement of SACSCOC states that it serves as the common
denominator of shared values and practices among member institutions in the Southern region of
the United States. (SACSCOC, 2018). Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that within the
context of regional accreditation, many HBCUs have had a strained relationship with SACSCOC
(Miller, 1999).

The study also provided insights into the accreditation problems that have plagued
Bennett College over the last 20 years. A small private historically Black liberal arts college in
Greensboro, North Carolina, Bennett is one of two HBCUSs for women in the United States.
Bennett was among the first Black colleges to be accepted into full membership in SACSCOC.
However, it may lose accreditation pending an upcoming court ruling.

Study findings could potentially encourage institutional leaders at HBCUs to engage
vigorously in implementing suggested strategies to ensure the future viability and sustainability
of their institutions. Additionally, recent population statistics suggest that people of color will
become the majority in the United States. (Frey, 2014). Policymakers at the national and state

levels may benefit from the information provided to craft new policies that address the needs of
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educating the new majority. Finally, faculty, staff, students, and other constituents can also gain

more understanding of accreditation, which remains sparse in the academic literature.
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