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December 13, 2013

Senators Say Accreditors Are Ineffective
and Beset by Conflicts of Interest

By Kelly Field
Washington

Key U.S. senators raised doubts about higher-education

accreditation at a hearing on Thursday, citing the system's

"conflicts of interest" and its lack of "bright line" standards for

judging colleges.

They wanted to know why so few colleges lose accreditation each

year, and they questioned whether accreditors were doing enough

to ensure institutional quality and accommodate innovation. And

while they stopped short of calling for a complete overhaul of

accreditation, they agreed the system needs updating.

Most of the senators' concerns have been raised before, in other

forums and by other speakers. But the voicing of those concerns

by lawmakers who oversee federal higher-education policy

suggests that accreditation will remain a focus in the pending

reauthorization of the Higher Education Act.

Sen. Tom Harkin, an Iowa Democrat who is chairman of the

Senate education committee, questioned the standards set by the

system, noting that only four institutions—out of 7,000—lost their

regional accreditation in 2010-11.

"That either means that 6,996 are doing a great job, or our

standards are too low," he said.

But he was less critical than at past education-committee

hearings, where he blasted accreditors for failing to root out fraud

at for-profit institutions and called the system "rife with conflict."

Conflicts of Interest

The biggest skeptic on the panel was Sen. Elizabeth A. Warren,
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Democrat of Massachusetts and a longtime consumer advocate.

She argued that with "a few key pieces of data," such as graduation

and default rates, it would be possible for accreditors to separate

the good colleges from the bad.

"Shouldn't there be a bright line beyond which we say a school

should not be accredited?" she asked.

Witnesses at the hearing pushed back against the idea, arguing

that a single standard would fail to account for differences in

institutional demographics and mission. As Arthur Levine,

president of the Woodrow Wilson National Fellowship

Foundation, put it, "bright lines are tough."

"If we have 50-percent graduation as a bright line, then we just

closed every community college in the United States," he said.

But Ms. Warren was not satisfied. "Fair enough," she replied. "But

is there no number? Twenty-five percent? Five percent? One

percent?"

Daniel J. Phelan, president of Jackson College, a community

college in Michigan, responded that accreditors needed the

flexibility to consider "unique circumstances." It would be

inappropriate, he argued, to apply the same standard to a

community college in central Chicago as to one in rural Kansas. A

better solution, he said, would be for accreditors to become more

transparent about student outcomes.

"Let students and parents decide, and they'll vote with their feet,"

he said.

Senator Warren also raised concerns about "conflicts of interest"

in the accreditation process, noting that its peer-review system is

financed by member colleges and staffed by volunteers from peer

institutions. At one point, she asked whether accreditors would be

willing to be tough on colleges when their very existence depends

on them.

If accreditors "crack down on poor-performing schools, at least

some schools are going to complain bitterly," she said. "It worries
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me because the conflicts we saw in the ratings and financial-

services system" were "a key factor in bringing down our

economic system" in the financial crisis of 2008.

Questions of Burden

Sen. Lamar Alexander of Tennessee, the committee's top

Republican and a former college president himself, argued that the

peer-review system was fundamentally sound, if overburdened

with federal requirements.

"Academic people are independent, shall we say," he said with a

chuckle. "When they arrive on your campus, they're not going to

give you a pass. They are skeptics by nature, and they take some

delight in catching somebody not doing something as well as they

do."

The process, he added, "is more often adversarial than collegial."

At several points during the hearing, he described his frustration

at being ordered by accreditors to construct a new law building at

the University of Tennessee when he led the institution.

Mr. Alexander focused instead on questions of burden, asking

panelists whether federal requirements distracted accreditors

from a focus on institutional quality. Ralph A. Wolff, the recently

retired president of the Western Association of Schools and

Colleges, suggested a "risk-based" approach to accreditation,

where established and successful institutions would be exempt

from some oversight.

But even Mr. Alexander expressed doubts about the current

system, questioning whether accreditors could serve two

purposes that sometimes competed: institutional improvement

(colleges' focus) and quality control (the government's).

"It seems to me that accreditation is not a perfect fit for what the

federal government needs done," he said. "You want to focus on

self-improvement, and we want to ensure we're not wasting

taxpayer money."

Echoing Ms. Warren's earlier comments, he asked whether there
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ought to be "some level below which institutions shouldn't be

accredited."

Hating the Rating

One issue everyone at the hearing agreed on was President

Obama's plan to rate colleges: They all hate it. Even Mr. Harkin, an

Obama ally, said he worried it could lead to "death spirals," with

institutions that received poor ratings losing federal aid and then

finding it even harder to improve.

Mr. Harkin said he attended a recent White House-sponsored

forum on the ratings plan at the University of Northern Iowa, and

"boy did I get an earful."

"That really impacted my thinking on this," he said, adding that

speakers had raised issues "I had not thought about before."

Laura R. King, executive director of the Council on Education for

Public Health, a specialized accreditor, said the Education

Department already makes errors in the data it posts about

accreditation status. "How is it going to do with high-stakes data?"

she wondered.

Mr. Alexander agreed. "The idea of the federal government ranking

colleges," he said, "is well beyond the capacity of any sort of

national school board."
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jack_433 •  5 hours ago

What should happen is that the federal government butts out of education. The

Department of Education has wrecked K-12. There is no constitutional basis for

the DoEd, in fact the existence of the federal DoEd is a violation of the

Constitution.
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mbelvadi   •  4 hours ago jack_433

Aside from civil rights and related laws, the fed govt's role is voluntary on

the part of individual institutions. If you don't want to take federal dollars,

you don't have to follow federal rules. Your choice.
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cao3rd  •  3 hours ago mbelvadi

In effect, that would be hurting students who need the aid to attend,

unless of course you believe that only those weathy individuals who

do not require aid should attend.
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RL Smith  •  23 minutes ago mbelvadi

That is a good point - accreditation is strictly a *voluntary* activity.

No college of university is forced to participate. The downside is

that is you're not accredited, you won't receive federal funds. But

as you state, if you don't want to play by the rules of the people who

give you money, then don't take the money.
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13_echo_40  •  2 hours ago jack_433

It lasted a year in its existence in the 1860s, but the most ineffective

President ever, Jimmy Carter, revived it in 1979 and now we're stuck with

it. IMHO If the money spent on administering DoEd and the moneys

expended by institutions doing self-studies they never act upon were put

into instruction a dent could be put in the problems.
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cao3rd •  3 hours ago

So these politicians hold hearings rather than do what is really necessary to

understand the issues (hard study, discussions with the accreditors, discussions

with the institutions, etc.). They get to pontificate their views and they are naive. At

least Alexander understands the issues.

Accreditation is not perfect and is not intended to measure anything beyond the

minimal standards (that is . . . as bright a line that can be provided to Warren).

There needs to be more transparency and clarity in the process and institutional

leadership should not be able to influence it as much as we can and do.

Perhaps these folks should actually state (clearly if possible) what they see as

desireable and then we could work with the accreditors to achieve mutually

benefiical aims and those which would work for the institutions and students. We,

in higher education, have great influence over the standards setting and could

work together to achieve improvements that make a real difference. Politicians

who desire the simple answers clearly do not understand the realities of a very

complex industry and process.
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rear_view_mirror •  3 hours ago

A lot of money could be saved by scrapping most initiatives for innovation.

Innovation is mostly doomed to fail as long as so many faculty are not really part of

the institution and have no paid time allotted for self-study or implementation of

new plans. Investing a little more in faculty compensation would change the view

from all sides, and constructively. Stop fixating on

innovation. It's time to get the house in order.
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jus tmytwocents2 •  2 hours ago

So now they want to ruin higher education just as they have K-12 by instituting

"standards" that are nothing more than statistical data they already have. If they

question a school's standard, it's simple...they just need to send the ED to do a

program review. If it were so easy to just say xx % is the line in the sand, it would

have been done a long time ago but institutions are different and statistics vary

based on populations and programs. How much more control will the government

demand before people say enough is enough???? If schools are participating with

federal financial aid, the ED already has power to shut down, they control the

purse strings. I'm sure Warren would be happy if there were no other schools but

Harvard. Maybe after seeing the havoc and ruin they've placed on our healthcare

system, people will wake up and stop accepting the foolish idea that the

government knows best. They ruin everything they put their fingers on, add layers
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government knows best. They ruin everything they put their fingers on, add layers

of bureaucracy, and are completely unaccountable but we're supposed to listen

and obey to what they THINK they know is best?
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jpminnc   •  an hour ago justmytwocents2

Well said. One example follows: My university is accredited by SACS, the

Southern Association of Colleges and Schools. As part of the review

process, SACS -- because its evaluators are apparently unable to judge

the intellectual quality of a curriculum -- is fixated upon syllabi being packed

with irrelevancies such as whether "95%" properly corresponds to an "A"

(hint to the clueless: both values are arbitrary). Instead of discussing the

intellectual merits of coursework, faculty and committees all the way up

the ladder end up concentrating solely on issues of format -- and woe to

any who fail to stipulate, for example, that 95% properly corresponds to an

A. Any faculty who attempts dissent is told summarily: you MUST do it that

way because SACS WANTS it that way. The result is an onerous process

that functions as a massive damper on curriculum innovation and on the

university's engagement with the content of its teaching.

This is what poorly designed regulation achieves. I fully support the idea of

accreditation, but if you are going to require "rigor," you have to consider

exactly what kind of rigor will result. It should not be a question of more

versus less rigor, it should be a question of content, and unfortunately

there is nothing in our accreditation process to indicate that our accreditors

are concerned with that.
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11239383 •  2 hours ago

I tend to be a Warren fan, but perhaps the good senator should shadow the

accreditation process for a college across a year and also join an accreditation

team for a week.
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t rhine3948 •  2 hours ago

I agree with the gist of the senators' concerns. The accreditation process is

incestuous and self-serving. It's akin to the academy awards where there are no

losers only degrees of winners. The higher ed industry critically needs effective

independent oversight to insure that it delivers a marketable product to its paying

customers. Right now it is a society akin to those which evolved in POW camps;

isolated and incapable of surviving without its protective cocoon. Should it be a

government agency that provides the oversight? In theory no. The question is who

could provide the oversight without prejudice and two blind eyes?
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ceasar •  an hour ago

The comments about the peer review system and the conflict of interest the

system gives rise to are on target. Peer reviewers are handpicked by the

accreditors without clear criteria and they come from the same institutions they

accredit. There are no real external scrutiny of higher education at the moment,

except bureaucrats looking at IPEDS. What students learn, who teaches them,

and how they are taught do not seem to matter much.

  2  

haoht t  •  an hour ago

If Senator Harkin wants to know why more universities do not lose their

accreditation and are shut down, he should have spent some time looking at the

Community College of San Francisco vs. the ACCJC (a clear case of "too big to

fail"). Does the good Senator really expect that colleges and universities should be

shutting their doors in significant numbers, as though they were start-up

businesses? The accreditation model of peer-review/continuous improvement

may, indeed be out-of-sync with the desires of our current Congress, but let us

not forget that this is the same group of people who are unable to run their own
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not forget that this is the same group of people who are unable to run their own

operation with anything resembling efficiency and effectiveness. I know that there

is a good deal of "Europe-envy" in the White House and Capitol Hill, but expanding

the U.S. Dept. of Ed. into an all-powerful Ministry of Education would be disastrous

for U.S. Higher Education and for our students.
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Marc DePree •  an hour ago

Shut down the Education Department and end accreditation.

Chauncey M. DePree, Jr., DBA, Professor (retired), University of Southern

Mississippi

  2  

• Reply •

myst ic510 •  an hour ago

Accreditation is largely toothless and has done nothing to improve quality in higher

education. In the latter area, neither have most colleges and universities done

much of anything to improve their operations and their outcomes. On the other

hand, just watch these senators scream if an accreditor takes action against an

institution in their state. See the case of Edward Waters College in Florida for an

instructive example.
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rwd78 •  an hour ago

"Default ratest" do not have a darn thing to do with institutional quality. Of course

Washington doesn't see it that way. They argue for "data" they do not understand.

It amazes me how career politicians are such experts in higher education. They

have invented a crisis where there isn't really one.
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archman •  27 minutes ago

Wow, I came into this article expecting to hate it. Instead, I pretty much endorse

what most of these politicians (in both parties, gasp!) stated on the record.

Unbelievable.

  

Subs cribe Add Dis qus  to  your s i te

Share ›

Share ›

Share ›

Share ›

Share ›

http://disqus.com/
https://disqus.com/websites/?utm_source=thechronicleofhighereducation&utm_medium=Disqus-Footer
http://disqus.com/12080243/
http://disqus.com/mystic510/
http://disqus.com/chronicle-8eae2c3b831abec1a4617ac377f9d06c/
http://disqus.com/chronicle-bd96d4ae2d6ec784ac9c376830edbfa5/

