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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this research was to provide a descriptive and 

critical analysis of the function of evaluation teams in regional accred

itation of senior colleges and universities--how evaluators perceive 

their role, how they spend their time on site, and how they make deci-· 

sions. The objectives of the study were 1) to determine the extent to 

which regional accrediting visits do what they are purported to do in 

regional policy and procedure statements, and 2) to determine the 

strengths and weaknesses in the onsite evaluation process as perceived 

by regional evaluation team members. 

The methodology involved a three-step process: 1) a content 

analysis of regional policy statements regarding the evaluation visit, 

2) a survey of evaluators from five of the six regional associations, 

and 3) a review and comment on the draft findings by professional staff 

of the participating regional commissions. An overall response rate of 

82 percent was obtained from the sample of 349 evaluators--without the 

use of follow-up mailings. Regional cross tabulations of evaluator re

sponses, together with Chi-square statistics and standard errors of the 

percentages, provided the basis for the analysis. 

Major conclusions of the study were: 

1. The lack of clear specification of the purpose of the evaluation 

team visit rendered it difficult to determine whether the purported pur

poses of the visit were being met. 

x 
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2. The major strengths of the evaluation visit lay in the expertise 

and dedication of the volunteer evaluators, and in the willingness of the 

commissions to adapt their procedures to changing needs and new technol

ogies. The major weakness in the evaluation visit was the lack of an 

evaluation framework or model to guide the work of the evaluation team. 

The researcher's recommendations included 1) the regional com

missions should clearly specify the intended purposes of the evaluation 

visit in light of the overall purposes of regional accreditation, and 

2) the regional commissions should utilize a coordinating group such as 

the Council on Postsecondary Accreditation and the evaluation expertise 

within academe to develop a framework, or genre, to guide team members 

in accomplishing the purposes of the visit. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Voluntary accreditation in United States postsecondary educa

tion, unique among the world's educational systems, is seen as one of 

the great strengths of the American educational enterprise. In assuring 

educational quality and institutional integrity, voluntary accredita-· 

tion has protected postsecondary education from government control and 

at the same time promoted academic freedom and institutional diversity. 

Postsecondary accreditation, as it is currently carried out by 

most of the national and regional institutional and specialized accred

iting associations, is an integrated process consisting of three major 

steps: 1) an institutional self-study conducted by the college or uni

versity, 2) an onsite evaluation visit conducted by a team composed 

primarily of peers from other member institutions in the association, 

and 3) a decision by a review commission of the association regarding 

whether or not to accredit the institution or program. This study 

focused on the second step of this integrated process--the function of 

eva1uatioll teams in the regional accreditation of senior (i.e., bacca

laureate-granting) colleges and universities. The purpose, of the study 

was to provide a descriptive and critical analysis of the regionally 

stated purposes of the visit together with the self-reported functions 

1 



of evaluation team members. The findings from these analyses were, in 

turn, used in drawing conclusions and formulating recommendations for 

improving the process of institutional accreditation conducted by 

regional associations. 

Background 

2 

Accreditation in postsecondary education is a dynamic, evolving 

concept. Accordingly, the role of the onsite evaluation visit is best 

understood in relationship to its historical antecedents and the changes 

that accreditation has undergone since its inception. 

Onsite Inspection in Education 

The practice of using inspection teams to determine the quality 

of an education program is at least as old as the Hellenistic period 

when an elected group of ten sophronistai paidonomoi ("controllers of 

wisdom") were used to inspect primary and secondary schools (Marrou 

1956, p. 111). In the United States, the New York legislature estab

lished a practice in 1787 whereby the New York State Board of Regents 

were to visit every college in the state once a year (Seldon 1960, p. 

30). In 1871, University of Michigan professors inspected secondary 

schools for purposes of approving schools from which students could en

ter the university without formal admissions exams (Geiger 1970, p. ix). 

In 1906, when the proliferation of medical schools prompted concern on 

the part of the American Medical Association for the quality of pro

fessional preparation (Or1ans 1975, p. 12), Abraham F1exner and N.P. 

Colwell conducted an inspection and review of the 155 medical schools in 
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existence at that time (Selden 1960, p. 4). The resulting F1exner Re

port of 1910 stimulated activity that led to rapid and significant chan

ges in medical education (Selden and Porter 1977, p. 2). 

The Onsite Visit in Accreditation 

When the first regional associations, which now conduct post

secondary institutional accreditation activities, were begun in the late 

1800s, their primary purpose was to coordinate and articulate the edu

cation process between secondary schools and institutions of higher edu

cation. The first list of approved schools published by the North Cen

tral Association--which implied a kind of screening and assessment pro

cess--was a list of secondary schools. In 1913, the North Central Asso

ciation first published a list of accredited colleges and universities 

(Geiger 1970, p. 187). According to Manning (1978), this list resulted 

from the set of standards adopted in 1909 and the inspections of insti

tutions which "took several years to accomplish" (p. 399). 

While the history of postsecondary accreditation has been de

scribed by many authors (Selden 1960, Ziemba 1966, Hopkins 1974, Dickey 

and Miller 1972, and Harc1eroad 1980), the framework provided by Burns 

and Semrow (Semrow 1975, pp. 3-6) will be helpful for tracing the devel

opment of institutional accreditation within the United States and the 

emergence of the onsite evaluation visit as we know it today. Burns 

and Semrow identify four periods based on the development of methodolog

ical frameworks for accreditation: 

1. The Application of Standards (1895-1934). During this per

iod, the North Central Association of Colleges and Schools (1895), 
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followed by the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (1917), 

Middle States Association of Colleges and Secondary Schools (1919), and 

Northwest Association of Secondary and Higher Schools (1923), establish

ed and applied accrediting standards to educational institutions. Ac

cording to Geiger (1970, p. 188) and Allen (1978, p. 66), the first 

standards were largely quantitative, specifying such things as years of 

training for the faculty, hours of credit for graduation, faculty salar

ies, class size, student-teacher ratios, required endowment levels, and 

number of library books. In the North Central Association, inspection 

of institutions occurred only at the time of initial accreditation-

barring institutional problems (Manning 1978, p. 400). Histories of 

other associations do not detail the use of onsite evaluation visits or 

inspections during this period. However, there is evidence that the use 

of inspection (one person on site for one day) was a common practice for 

initial accreditation during this period, e.g., North Central Associa

tion, Commission on Higher Education (1975) and Zook and Haggerty (1936, 

p. 127). 

2. Application of Norms and Normative Data (1934-1950). In 

1929, the North Central Association's Commission on Institutions of 

Higher Education, in response to the perceived harmful effects of stan

dardization, initiated a study to evaluate North Central standards and 

develop new criteria for accreditation (Manning 1978, p. 400). The 

keystone of the new criteria was that "The facilities and activities of 

an institution will be judged in terms of the purposes it seeks to 

serve" (Zook and Haggerty 1936, p. 98). The application of norms and 
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normative data is portrayed in Zook and Haggerty's 1936 seven-volume 

analysis of accreditation. Petersen (1979) calls the adoption of qual-

itative standards in 1934 "one of the most significant developments in 

the history of the accrediting movement" (p. 22). The adoption of qual-

itative standards also paved the way for the need for peer evaluating 

teams which would be able to evaluate activities, management, and facil-

ities of the institution in light of its stated purposes. 

Among the major recommendations of the Zook and Haggerty study 

was the improvement of inspection procedures (p. 127). They wrote, "In 

other words, if we improve the accrediting process, including inspec-

tions, in some such manner as described, it will convince people that it 

is equally important to emphasize quality in accrediting procedures as 

it is to do so in the criteria themselves" (p. 130). At the same time, 

Zook and Haggerty recognized that 

Accrediting agencies, with all the good they have done, have 
fallen behind the progressive and scientific leaders operating 
in the field of higher education. Unless the accrediting agen
cies readjust themselves to include modern standards based on 
scientific inquiry, they will cease to exert a progressive in
fluence on higher education (p. 67). 

In 1935, the North Central Association began using a "survey 

team" (instead of "inspectors") to first review the institution's self-

evaluation data and then to make a two-person, two-day visit to the in-

stitution (Works 1935, p. 55). The North Central also recommended that 

the survey team visit institutions in good standing each year to add to 

the validity of the accreditation process "since accreditation proced-

ures deal only with institutions that are for the most part boarderline 

cases" (Works 1935, p. 55). According to Burns (1973, p. 8), at this 
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time "inspectors" became "examiners"--imp1ying a change in the function 

of the evaluation visit. Henry Wriston, the then President of North 

Central Association of Schools and Co11eges~ noted that with these chan

ges the association became "less and less of a policing body and more 

an organization designed to encourage, stimulate, and to evaluate" 

(Selden 1960, p. 41). 

3. Shift from Quantitative to Qualitative Standards (1950-1970). 

North Central's adoption of the new standards in 1934 was a bellwether 

for the nation. However, it was not until the 1950s that regional ac

crediting associations actually implemented these standards on a fu11-

scale basis (Semrow 1975, p. 6). This period was characterized not 

only by the concept of evaluation in light of an institution's own pur

poses and objectives, but by abandonment of a single model of a quality 

institution (i.e., the traditional liberal arts college). Burns (1973 

p. 13) identified several modifications in the process during this per

iod: 1) a program of periodic revisiting of institutions in recognition 

that sound judgments about the continuation of educational quality can

not be made without onsite visits, 2) the teams became larger and the 

visits somewhat longer, and 3) a program of systematic induction of new 

examiners and in-service training opportunities. Allen (1978, p. 101) 

also recorded that the Southern Association initiated a training pro

gram on evaluation procedures in 1960. 

In addition to the establishment of a periodic review in 1958 

(Semrow 1977, p. 5), the self-study was introduced during this period 

(Kells 1980a, p. 11), a system which Agnew (1970) stated "emphasizes 



self-improvement rather than meeting minimal standards" (p. 23). Kells 

(1980a) noted that the 1960s produced the technology of evaluation and 

the shift from a "pimarily exclusive ('separate the wheat from the 

chaff') to a primarily inclusive process" (p. 11). Another development 

which increased the need for a trained cadre of evaluators was typified 

by the North Central executive board's request in 1961 for an "analyti

cal approach" in contrast to the previously used "status approach" 

(Semrow 1975, p. 5). 

7 

4. The Evaluation of Outcomes (1970- ). According to Semrow 

(1975), the Commission on Institutions of Higher Education of the North 

Central Association had reached a point in the mid-1960s when it was 

"utilizing a variety of methodologies in somewhat eclectic fashion with

out the guidance of an explicit systematic framework of evaluation and 

accreditation" (p. 4). The full implementation of qualitative standards 

had brought with it the problem of the proverbial "new wine in old wine

skins." As Semrow wrote in 1977, "The attempt to maintain quality in 

institutions through the methods historically in effect in the Commis·

sion are being subjected to severe strain in the name of diversity and 

institutional individualization" (p. 5). 

In the face of this dilemma, a potentially unifying element 

emerged in the evaluation of institutions in terms of outcomes. The 

impetus toward attention to outcomes was furthered by the seminal work 

of Andrews (1972) in looking at nontraditional areas of study which re

quired some common basis for assessment together with traditional pro

grams. In 1973, the Federation of Regional Accrediting Commissions of 
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Higher Education received a Danforth grant to develop new techniques 

for the evaluation of institutions of postsecondary education which 

would attempt to emphasize outcomes measurement. Burns (1978) reported 

that institutions utilizing this approach in their self-studies were 

pleased with the results and intended to continue to use it. 

During this period, accrediting commissions also became more 

reflective on their own performance and conducted self-studies of their 

own activities (Allen 1978, p. 124). Both on their own and under the 

auspices of the Federation of Regional Accrediting Commissions of Higher 

Education and, later, the Council for Postsecondary Accreditation, a 

large number of studies and monographs were published on virtually all 

facets of the accreditation process. The production of monographs and 

research on accreditation reached prolific proportions in 1979--as re-

fleeted in the large number of 1979 references in the literature review 

for this study. 

Another phenomenon of this period was evinced by changes in term-

ino10gy. Instead of standards or norms, some associations began substi-

tuting terminology such as guidelines (Semrow 1975, p. 6) and character-

istics of excellence and institutional excellence (Petersen 1979~ p. 23). 

The current struggle in institutional accreditation to put eva1-

uation activity on a sound basis is aptly summarized by Robert Kirkwood 

of the Middle States Association (1980). 

The Commission is resolutely opposed to permitting the eval
uation process to become merely a statistical exercise, a sim
plistic quantification of degrees awarded, jobs obtained, and ad
missions gained to graduate or professional schools. These data 
are essential and useful; statistics can make a compelling case 
clearly and concisely, but they do not always tell the whole 
story. Confined to the purely quantifiable, outcomes studies 



could become arcane instruments of data processors and psy
chometricians. Instead, such studies must entail appropriate 
efforts to determine the measurable and immeasurable aspects 
of education. We need better evidence than is currently avail
able to demonstrate both, but we need especially to show that 
we have honestly tried to ascertain the limits of measura
bility, no longer relying simply on sentimentality to make the 
case. Simultaneously, we must establish a sounder rationale 
for the proper roles of judgment and humane values in the 
assessments we make. A broad range of colleges and universi
ties are striving to assess their effectiveness in ways never 
before tried, and while we are still on the threshold of this 
quest, the initial steps have been promising (p. 3). 

Recent Research on Accred·itation 

Over the past twelve years, accreditation research has received 

increasing attention under sponsorship of the federal government (e.g., 

Or1ans 1975 and u.S. General Accounting Office 1979); foundations and 

membership organizations (e.g., Andrews 1979, Kells 1980c, Petersen 

1979, Miller 1973, and Phillips 1979); and dissertation efforts (e.g., 
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Parrish 1982, Samors 1979, Prosser 1975, Ferster 1971, and Walters 1970). 

Puffer (1970), Miller (1973), Or1ans (1975), and the U.S. Gener-

a1 Accounting Office (1979) have conducted general, nationwide studies 

of the accrediting process. While each of these studies has included 

mention of the onsite evaluation as part of the total process, none has 

given concerted attention to the function of evaluation teams across 

regions. Recent studies have probed almost all aspects of the regional 

accreditation process and have provided empirical data to clarify policy 

disucssions. These studies have included assessments of regional accred-

iting criteria (Phillips 1979, Petersen 1979, Troutt 1978); the insti-

tutiona1 self-study (Kells and Kirkwood 1979); the selection and train-

ing of evaluation teams (Kells 1979 and 1980a); analyses of accrediting, 



reports and commission decisions (Samors 1979); and the institution's 

expectation and satisfaction regarding the accreditation process (Ro

mine 1975, Prosser 1975, Warner 1977, and Parrish 1982). In spite of 

the large number of studies generated on the accrediting process, 

several writers (Samors 1979, Heller 1978, and Kells 1980c) have noted 

the dearth of research on the function of evaluation teams. 

10 

In an effort to alleviate in some measure the paucity of data 

regarding evaluation teams, the research described in the following chap

ters was conducted on the function of evaluation teams in regional ac

creditation of senior colleges and universities. 

Objectives of the Study 

In view of the lack of basic, empirical data on the function of 

evaluation teams, particularly across accrediting regions, the objec

tives of this study were designed to be intentionally broad. The ob

jectives were 

1. To determine the extent to which regional accreditation visits 

do what they are purported to do in regional policy and procedure state

ments. 

2. To determine the strengths and weaknesses in the onsite evalu

ation process as perceived by regional evaluation team members. 

These objectives, as general as they are, are further specified 

and elucidated by the series of research questions which are addressed 

later in this chapter. 
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Significance of the Study 

The value or significance of this study is best seen in terms 

of the current critical role occupied by accreditation in United States 

higher education and the potential contribution the research can make 

to participants in the accrediting process. 

Because of its highly visible role in assessing educational 

quality and institutional probity, accreditation has been the object of 

a number of critical analyses--by Koerner (1971) and Or1ans (1975), in 

particular. In addition, the processes and decisions of accrediting 

associations have been the subject of litigation in the courts since 

1939 (Ou1ahan 1978). It was anticipated that the results of this study 

will provide empirical data regarding the actual functions of a segment 

of the accreditation process vis a vis these criticisms and the poten

tial for litigation. In addition, the results of this study were seen 

not only as a contributuion toward easing the dearth of data regarding 

the function of evaluation teams, but also helpful for decision-making 

during this period of transition in accreditation in which evaluation 

science and a concern with educational outcomes are focal issues. 

It was anticipated that a cross-region analysis of evaluation 

teams would enable participating regions to compare practices and eval

uator perceptions for policy making regarding criteria and procedures, 

including the selection, training, and evaluation of team members. Re

searchers of higher education and accreditation professionals will find 

the data useful--to confirm or to contest the findings of other research 

and to identify areas for further research. The higher education com

munity in general will be able to better understand what to expect from 
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the onsite evaluation visit and how conducting the self-study and in

teraction with the evaluation team can maximize the benefit from the 

accreditation process. A wider audience, i.e., state and federal offic

ials, education consumers, taxpayers, and foundation representatives, 

will be able to better understand some of the quality control provisions 

employed by regional accrediting associations. 

Thus the potential benefits to be derived from the results of 

this study will have a two-fold thrust: to fill the existing data void 

in higher education research and to provide decision-making information 

for a wide variety of participants in the accrediting process--from in

stitutional representatives to educational consumers. 

Definitions of Terms 

A relatively complex terminology has evolved during the 73-year 

history of institutional accreditation of postsecondary institutions. 

The most frequently used terms in this report which may require some 

specification are the following. 

Institutional Accreditation. The Federation of Regional Accred

iting Commissions of Higher Education (1972) defined accreditation as 

providing assurance that "an institution has clearly defined and appro

priate educational objectives, has established conditions under which 

their achievement can reasonably be expected, appears in fact to be ac

complishing them substantially, and is organized, staffed, and supported 

so that it can be expected to continue to do so." Institutional accred

itation "is intended to assure that, taken as a whole, the institution 

meets minimum quality standards" (Young and Chambers 1980, pp. 95-96), 



13 

whereas specialized or programmatic accreditation applies only to cer

tain professional and occupational areas" (Young and Chambers 1980, pp. 

95-96) and is conducted by specialized accrediting bodies. 

Regional Accrediting Associations. There are six regional ac

crediting associations, each responsible for the institutional accredi

tation of colleges and universities in five or more states and territor

ies in a given geographical area: New England Association of Schools and 

Colleges, Middle States Association of Colleges and Schools, Southern 

Association of Colleges and Schools, North Central Association of Col

leges and Schools, Northwest Association of Schools and Colleges, and 

the Western Association of Schools and Colleges. In this study, the 

associations will be referred to with a short-form designation, e.g., 

North Central, New England. Each association is organized with one or 

more accrediting commissions of varying areas of purview, e.g., occupa

tional schools, two-year colleges, or senior colleges and universities. 

Institutional Self-Study. "A comprehensive, internal effort to 

assess the effectiveness of an institution or program in light of its 

own stated objectives, involving a broad cross section of the institu

tion or program's constituencies" (Young and Chambers 1980, p. 92). 

Onsite Evaluation Visit. A team composed essentially of peers 

(faculty members and administrators) from member institutions of the 

association conducts a program and management review of approximately 

three days to render an external, expert evaluation on which to deter

mine the accreditability or the institution or program. The team may 

also include members from other associations and individuals represent

ing specific public interests (e.g., state agencies, local school 
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systems). The evaluation team and its activity are referred to various

ly as visiting team, on-site visit team, evaluation visit, evaluation 

committee, or visiting committee. 

Initial and Reaffirmation Visits. After the initial accredita

tion by an accrediting commission, the institution is subject to period

ic reviews (self-study and team visit), typically five years after in

itial accreditation and every ten years thereafter--or when circumstan

ces require. Institutions are also required to submit annual data sum

maries in between reaffirmation visits and reports of any substantive 

change in program or structure. 

Educational Quality. "Defined and interpreted within the con

text of the institution or program's statement of its own scope and 

purpose as compared with similar institutions and programs ..• conditions 

that are believed to be necessary and desirable to produce such quality 

(inputs, resources, and processes), and evidence, to the extent that it 

is available, that the institution or program does indeed achieve educa

tional quality (outcome)" (Young and Chambers 1980, p. 92). 

Institutional Integrity. "A judgment whether the institution or 

program is what it says it is and does what it says it does, at any given 

point in time" (Young and Chambers 1980, p. 92). Some regional policy 

statements refer to institutional integrity as "the pursuit of truth and 

its communication to others" and "academic freedom" for faculty and stu

dents (e.g., Northwest Association of Schools and Colleges 1980a, pp. 

77-78). 
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Regional Standards or Criteria. "Intended to establish a common 

frame of reference for both the institution's self-study and the report 

of the team review" (Young and Chambers 1980, p. 92). "Standards or 

criteria describe qualities which characterize superior institutions or 

programs" or "prescribe minimum standards which 'shall' or 'must' be 

met" (Petersen 1979, p. 149). Also referred to variously as essentials, 

characteristics of excellence, or guidelines, the standards address fac·

ets of an institution such as 1) goals and objectives; 2) governance, 

administration, and organization; 3) instructional staff; 4) curriculum; 

5) students and student services; 6) library or instructional resources 

center; 7) facilities and equipment; and 8) financial resources. 

Research Questions 

The following research questions were framed to guide the data 

collection and analysis and to facilitate the meeting of the study ob

jectives: 

1. What are the stated purposes of accreditation in the official 

documents of the respective accrediting commissions? 

2. What are the purposes and functions of the onsite visit within 

regional accreditation of baccalaureate-granting institutions as speci

fied by the policy and procedure statements of the respective regional 

commissions? 

3. Does the onsite visit provide a determination of educational 

quality? 

4. Does the onsite visit provide a determination of eduationa1 in

tegrity? 
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5. Does the onsite visit provide a verification of the information 

in the self-study? 

6. Does the onsite visit provide a determination that the institu

tion has clear and appropriate objectives? 

7. Does the onsite visit provide consultation and technical assis

tance to the institution? 

8. Does the onsite visit provide a judgment whether the criteria 

(or standards or guidelines) of the regional commission are met? 

9. What other purposes does the onsite visit serve? 

10. What procedures, indicators, and evidence are used in making 

determinations and judgments? 

11. How do accreditation team members perceive their roles in the 

onsite visit? 

12. Based on the allocation of team members' time on site, what are 

the priority activities of team members? 

13. What are the strengths and weaknesses in the selection of team 

members? 

14. What are the strengths and weaknesses in the training and orien

tation of team members? 

15. What are the strengths and weaknesses associated with the chair

ing of evaluation teams? 

16. What are the strengths and weaknesses in implementing commission 

procedures and criteria? 

17. What are the strengths and weaknesses in the use of evaluation 

procedures and methods? 
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This chapter has stated the general purposes of the study 

against the background of the historical development of accreditation 

and the onsite evaluation visit. The significance of the study objec

tives and the research questions was explained in terms of their benefit 

to the state-of-the-art of accreditation today and their benefit to the 

participants in higher education and the accrediting process. 

Chapter 2 contains a review of accreditation literature, noting 

implications for this study. Chapter 3 describes the methodology and 

limitations of the study. Chapter 4, which reports findings regarding 

the research questions from the survey and document data, leads to the 

conclusions and recommendations which are contained in Chapter 5. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

A vast amount has been written about United States postsecondary 

accreditation, particularly within the last decade. This chapter tocus-

es on those writings which either deal specifically with the onsite 

evaluation visit or provide perspectives which are helpful for under-

standing the place of the evaluation team within the total accreditation 

process. By way of overview for this chapter, the following topics will 

be discussed: 1) conceptual frameworks which have been used to describe 

evaluation in accreditation, 2) major criticisms of the accreditation 

process, 3) current issues in accreditation impinging upon the evalua-

tion visit, 4) research on accreditation, and 5) a summary and review of 

the implications of the literature for the present study. 

Conceptual Frameworks 

A number of models or conceptual frameworks have been applied to 

the regional accrediting process and to the self-study and the evalua-

tion visit, in particular. All of these frameworks have arisen within 

government and industry applications. In this regard, Casey and Harris 

(1979) convey an underlying dilemma for academe: 

Being forced to adopt the accountability presuppositions 
and paradigms of industry and government, the academy is being 
forced to speak their language and lose its own through nonuse. 
. . . At the same time, a careful appropriation by the academy 
of these techniques to academic decision-making can improve 
the effectiveness and efficiency of the academy (pp. 23-24). 

18 
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This subsection will review some of the conceptual frameworks that var-

ious commentators have applied to accreditation as an evaluation act iv-

ity. 

Richard T. Murphy (in Anderson and others 1977) characterizes 

evaluation in accreditation as a case study of the school being eva1ua-

ted. A case study, according to Murphy, is "an intensive, detailed 

analysis and description of a single organism, institution, or phenom-

en on in the context of its environment" (p. 46). The case study has the 

advantage of "allowing evaluators to deal with variables that are hard 

to quantify--staff morale and institutional vitality, for instance" (p. 

46). The methodology of the investigation may range broadly and include 

classroom observations, content analyses of records and materials, in-

terviews with students and staff, and descriptions of facilities and re-

sources. Use of the case study means that the evaluator is relying on 

the probability that there will be a sufficiently comprehensive picture 

to serve as the basis for relatively absolute judgments about the worth 

of a program. Wilson (1979) says that the case study describes and ana-

1yzes an entity "in qualitative, complex, and comprehensive terms not 

infrequently as it unfolds over a period of time" (p. 448). The 

strengths of the case study are that it is particularistic, holistic, 

longitudinal, and qualitative. The issue of validity in case studies, 

however, is a critical one and Kazdin (1981) has suggested ways of in-

creasing validity in case studies. While case studies can subsume a 

variety of methodologies, a major value of the case study approach is 

that it treats the educational institution as a "habitat, a society, • 

a community, an environment, an ecosystem" (Pace 1972, p. 14). Because 
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of this quality, the case study approach has no evaluation orientation 

~~. Rather, it can incorporate a variety of orientations (process, 

impact or effectiveness, and ethnographic) and methodologies (quantita

tive analyses, content analyses, surveys, and audits). 

A second evaluation model that has been attributed to accredita

tion is the quality assurance model. Troutt (1979) maintains that this 

is the role that accrediting associations have in the mind of the public. 

Troutt (1978) identifies three possible quality assurance models: 1) 

the industrial model of inspecting processes and conditions, 2) the med

ieval scholastic guild model of direct assessment of graduates, and 3) 

the regulatory agency model of disclosure of graduate performance on 

specified institutional goals. He recommends a combination of features 

from the guilds (direct assessment of graduate quality) and regulatory 

agencies (public disclosure of an institution's performance expectations 

of graduates and the results of assessments of graduate performance (p. 

108). The emphasis of the Troutt framework is on educational effective

ness of the institution in achieving its specified objectives as demon

strated through graduates' performance. 

Related to the quality assurance model, but more focused, is the 

concept of educational auditing proposed by Harcleroad and Dickey (1975). 

Patterned after the current system of business auditing, the onsite 

evaluation would be carried out by a team of educational auditors, whose 

mission would be to determine the educational quality of an institution 

and report it to the public. Harcleroad (1980, pp. 39-40) has summariz

ed the process as follows: 



1. The institution conducts a self-study and prepares 
two formal reports that include the educational statements 
of the institution and a short-form report for publication. 
A short-form report prepared by the institution and the 
formal short-form report of the educational auditing team 
should, together, make up an official short-form report to 
be published in the institution's catalog, included with 
the president's report to the board, and distributed to 
the public. The long-form report also should be presented 
to the board of the institution. 

2. The regional commission appoints a visiting committee 
when notified that the institution requests a special visit; 
otherwise, a committee is appointed several months in ad
vance and assignments of special responsibilities of team 
members are established. 

3. The team of educational auditors, specialized commit
tee members, and the chair conducts an on-site investigation 
to verify the assertions in the educational and financial 
statements. 

The data required in these statements should make it 
possible for the educational auditing team to render a judg
ment and to prepare an appropriate management letter, plus 
a verified short-form report. If the team questions any of 
the institutional statements these questions should be dis
cussed with the institution and the report changed to satisfy 
both parties. If agreement is not possible, the educational 
auditing team should add qualifying footnotes. 

The educational auditing team has the same options as a 
business auditing team: to provide an uqualified opionion, a 
qualified opinion, an adverse opinion, or no opinion, stat
ing the reasons. 

4. The committee submits a report of its investigation 
to the regional commission, along with its signed statement 
and its recommendations. The evaluation report is distrib
uted to those who will be involved with it, and copies are 
sent to the institution for any response it may care to 
make. 

5. The commission officials and the team chair agree on 
any factual changes that may need to be made and the final 
reports are prepared. 

There should be a short-form report that is prepared by 
the institution and accepted by the team's commission for 
potential inclusion in the catalog of the institution. A 
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long-form report, basically the entire institutional self
study, and the evaluation report prepared by the visiting 
team should be reviewed by the commission. As a result of 
this consideration, the commission should take appropriate 
action and notify the institutional officials. 

6. The institution carries on its regular annual self
study, analyzing its achievement of the goals it set. It 
reports to the commission on any substantive changes. If 
they require modification of the certified short-form re
port, a new visiting committee examines and reports on the 
substantive change. To foster continuous self-study, it is 
desirable that each institution assign skilled educators to 
implement and monitor the process. They should be know
ledgeable about the entire process, and as capable of ap
plying the auditing, evaluative, and procedural standards 
as the persons on the visiting teams. If not, the team 
should note this fact and one of the responsibilities of 
the commissions should be to assist the institutional staff 
to develop such competency. 
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Manning (1981), however, notes "substantial" differences between 

financial auditing and accrediting. He has written 

A financial audit speaks to only one aspect of a firm's 
operations, while institutional accreditation seeks to make 
a general, overall judgment. 

There are generally accepted formats for the presentation 
of financial information; there are no generally accepted for
mats for presenting information about an educational insti
tution. 

The auditor's certification is that the data of the finan
cial statements fairly present the financial condition, but 
the accreditation decision certifies that the institution 
meets certain criteria. 

The auditor certifies financial data as fairly presenting 
conditions on the date of the statements, asserting nothing 
about what happened the day after. The accreditation decision 
contains the prospect:tve judgment that in the opinion of the 
commission the institution can continue to accomplish its 
purposes (pp. 1-2). 

A fourth evaluation model for accreditation grows out of the be-

lief that the evaluation of higher educational institutions is "funda-

mentally an art which calls :orth a variety of techniques, talents, and 
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above all, judgments in regard to assessing institutional quality" (Sem-

row 1974, p. 1). In view of the need for evaluating an institution in 

terms of its own objectives, Semrow (1977) has suggested an inquiry 

approach based on the work of Gottshalk (1969) on scholarly investiga-

tion. The inquiry approach is a five-step process, involving 1) iden-

tification of subjects or topics; 2) collection of information; 3) ex-

amination of information for genuineness, relevance, and accuracy; 4) 

the extraction of credible particulars, and 5) the synthesis of the 

particulars in conclusions or judgments. This approach enables the 

evaluation team to superimpose or overlay its own evaluation upon the 

institution's evaluation--using the same basic principles. The inquiry 

approach is fundamentally a "performance audit" to determine whether the 

institution is effective in meeting its stated objectives. The differ-

ence in Semrow's model, however, is that it relies on a team of peer 

evaluators who are able to function as "educational critics." Howard 

Bowen (in Astin and others 1979) appears to support this approach when 

he says regarding accreditation 

. It would be foolish to suppose that educational outcomes 
could be readily quantified and the processes of judgment and 
criticism could be wholly dispensed with. In educational plan
ning and decision-making, we are forced to practice the art of 
criticism based on intuitive judgments. As Cardinal Newman ob
served: "A university is ••• an Alma Mater, knowing her child
ren one by one, not a foundry, or a mint, or a treadmill" (p. 21). 

In addition to the foregoing models which have been explicitly 

linked to accreditation, Derek Taylor (1976) has described eight altern-

ative models for educational evaluation. He lists 1) the current re-

gional accreditation self-study model; 2) the objectives-based model of 

Ralph Tyler or Malcolm Provus; 3) the instructional-research model of 



Donald Campbell and Julian Stanley; 4) the composite (intrinsic and 

pay-off evaluation; formative and surnmative) model of Michael Scriven; 
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5) Scriven's goal-free model; 6) the management-decision model of Marvin 

AIkin and of Daniel Stufflebeam; 7) the transactional model promoted as 

"illuminative" by David Hamilton and Malcolm Parlett, and as "responsive" 

by Robert Stake; and 8) the adversary model, advocated by Thomas Owens, 

by Murray Levine, and by Robert Wolf. Aside from the accreditation self

study model, Taylor does not suggest any specific implications or poten

tial that these models have for accreditation. He does say, however, 

that "The multiplicity of models makes the task of choosing an approach 

both easier and more difficult than before. It is easier because there 

is more to choose from but more difficult because the basis for the de

cision must be more sophisticated" (p. 358). 

Each of the aforementioned frameworks or approaches for the eval

uation visit have implications for the institutional self-study, the se

lection and training of evaluation teams, and the degree of specificity 

of its procedures. Each approach has also, to some extent, influenced 

the way some evaluation team members perform their tasks. With the ex

ception of the case study and the adversarial models, each framework as

sumes one or more predominant purposes of the evaluation team visit: 

assessing educational effectiveness, determining educational quality in 

terms of standards, or verifying/validating the information in the insti

tutional self-study. One common element emerges from a review of altern

ative models: all are dependent upon the use of evidence in making eval

uation determinations. At the same time, a basic dilemma facing regional 
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accrediting commissions is summed up by Stake (1976): "We face a choice 

between relevance and objective, quantitative measurement. From where 

we are, we can't move" (p. 352). 

Criticisms of the Evaluatio~ Process 

A review of the major criticisms of the evaluation process sheds 

light on the aspects of the evaluation team visit which are necessary 

background for the current study. The criticisms also indicate areas 

which merit t"urther investigation--either to verify or to disprove the 

criticisms. Criticisms have covered virtually all aspects of the evalu-

ation process, beginning with the selection of evaluators. The major 

criticisms of accreditation which bear on the onsite evaluation are de-

scribed in the following paragraphs. 

The Composition of the Evaluation Team 

Koerner (1971) and Newman (1971) have questioned the cozy rela-

tionship between evaluators and the evaluated institutions. Riesman 

(1980) reports that "adversaries regard accrediting associations as mutu-

al backscratching operations that too rarely impose sanctions" (p. 336). 

Orlans (1975) has scored the amateurish character of the evaluation teams. 

. . . The technical reliability of accrediting judgments is more 
questionable. It does not follow that because accrediting teams 
are composed of experienced administrators and professors that 
their accrediting judgments are professional per se, since educa
tional evaluation, if it is a profession, is a different one than 
administration, teaching, or professional practice. The ad hoc 
self-study and accrediting team made up of volunteers, is far 
more amateurish than professional; were that not true, so much 
talk and effort would not be devoted to professionalizing ac
crediting (p. 140). 
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In a similar vein, Miller (1979) used an analogy to characterize 

the element of chance in the evaluation team. 

. . . Accreditation depends on a "peer evaluation" system that 
is subject to considerable variation. The following analogy 
has been used: Just as in a murder trial the prosecutor can 
find an expert psychiatrist who will declare the defendant sane 
and the defense attorney finds one who says he is insane, so 
becoming accredited can consist of getting the right committee 
(p. 306). 

The lack of consistency and wide variation among teams and even 

within regions have also been noted by the U.S. General Accounting Of-

fice (1979) and by Riesman (1980). According to Riesman, "There is no 

doubt that there is considerable variation, not only within each region 

in terms of particular teams visiting particular institutions, but among 

regions" (p. 336). Kells (1980b) lists several aspects of evaluation 

teams that need improvement: 1) formal training activities to produce 

competent, well-prepared team members and chairpersons; 2) careful se1ec-

tion of team members in light of institutional characteristics and needs; 

3) unbiased team members; and 4) an evaluation of each visitor (pp. 23-

25). Harc1eroad (1976) has suggested certifying auditors to conduct the 

evaluation visits after adequate performance in training programs. Simi-

1ar1y, Bowen (1974) has suggested a new profession of independent judges 

of productivity and performance. However, Or1ans (1975), one of the 

strongest critics of the accrediting process, observed that the critics 

of accreditation have nothing better to put in its place (p. 101). 

Evaluation Procedures and Quality Assurance 

Troutt (1978) and Harris (1979) have criticized the overdepen-

dence on inputs in assessing educational quality and the disregard for 
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educational outcomes. In a recent COPA study, Andrews (1978) found that 

visiting team reports rarely report on educational results. This con

firms Ferster's (1971) finding that the criteria used in evaluation team 

reports are essentially process, with little attention paid to the pro

ducts of the educational system. Huffman and Harris (1981) have review

ed the results of six studies which investigated the relationship be

tween input variables and educational outcomes. They concluded that 

"the traditional indices used for assessing educational quality (i.e., 

faculty-student ratio, number of library volumes per student, training 

and credentials of faculty, quality of facilities, etc.) have little or 

no measurable impact on student intellectual outcomes" (p. 28). Harris 

(1978) recommends that institutions describe explicitly the achievements 

expected for each of their degrees and the means employed to assess and 

certify them. The accreditation team should then 1) compare the expected 

degree achievements for each degree with their understanding of the 

general meaning of each degree, 2) review the assessment procedures and 

systems to determine their validity and reliability, and 3) determine 

how faithfully the assessment procedures and systems are being employed. 

These writers as well as the U.S. General Accounting Office (1979) and 

the Federal Interagency Council on Education (1975) concluded that the 

accreditation process provides inadequate assurance of educational qual

ity. 

In view of these criticisms, Harcleroad and Dickey (1975) have 

called for systematic procedures for evaluating institutions. Harcleroad 

(1976) puts an emphasis on the use of evidence in certifying institutions. 
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Amount of Time Devoted to Evaluation 

The U.S. General Accounting Office report on accreditation asso

ciations (1979) concluded that it is not possible to get a "clear and 

accurate picture" within the time allotted to the evaluation visit (p. 

38). Orlans (1975) writes "There is some question whether corresponding 

departments receive any attention from visiting teams; and whether the 

attention given to anyone of a hundred university programs and depart

ments during a visit once every ten years can possibly serve (or is in

tended to serve) to assess its quality" (p. 182). In a study of evalua

tion teams, Prosser (1975) found that evaluators and institutional repre

sentatives both felt that more time was needed to conduct the visit (p. 

110). 

Other Criticisms 

Newman (1971) has called the evaluation process "educationally 

conservative." Riesman (1980) notes that institutional accreditation 

often fails to account for off-campus branches. Jacques Barzun has 

charged that reports are pointless and false and that the criteria used 

are mechanical. He baldly states that bricklayers could do as well as 

the peer-group evaluators (in Sweet 1979, p. 4). 

In summary, the major criticisms of accreditation which have 

implications for the evaluation team visit are the qualifications, train

ing, and evaluation of team members; the lack of consistency in the 

team's decision-making process; the evaluation procedures and indicators 

of quality which are specified for the evaluation team to use; and the 

amount of time devoted to the evaluation visit. 
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Current Issues Impinging on Accreditation 

A number of "spotlight" issues in higher education today impinge 

on accreditation and its evaluation activities. Among the most promi

nent are 1) the potential for litigation, 2) consumer protection, 3) the 

proliferation of accrediting associations and the trend toward inter

organization cooperation, 4) nontraditional and mu1ticampus programs, 5) 

the spectre of increased federal involvement in accreditation, and 6) 

the concern for educational outcomes. 

The Potential for Litigation 

Ou1ahan (1978) has considered accreditation from a legal perspec

tive and addressed the potential for litigation regarding due process, 

consumer protection, and libel. "The historic process of accreditation-

establishment of educational quality by peer evaluation, in the context 

of an eduacationa1 institution's own aims--today faces serious legal 

challenges" (p. 193). Of the three areas, accreditation appears most 

susceptible to the threat of due process litigation. Citing the deci

sions of Rockland Institute v. Association of Independent Colleges and 

Schools (1976), North Dakota v. North Central Association (1939), and 

Marjorie Webster Junior College, Inc. v. Middle States Association of 

Colleges and Secondary Schools (1969), Oulahan concludes that accredi

tation decisions must be supported by "substantial" and "sufficient" 

evidence to guarantee due process to the institution. This finding has 

clear implications for the onsite evaluation and consistent approaches 

to the use of evidence by the visiting team. He notes also that the pub

lished procedures of the accrediting associations "constitute a 
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representation to the members that such policies and procedures will be 

followed strictly" (p. 224). Quoting the Marjorie Webster appeals court 

decision, Oulahan emphasizes "less deference may be due professional 

judgment when the question is not one of substantive standards, but 

rather one concerning the fairness of the procedures by which. the chal

lenged determination was reached" (p. 224). 

Thus far, in questions of libel associated with evaluation team 

reports and in questions of the responsibility of the accrediting associ

ation to provide consumer protection, the courts have given accreditation 

some measure of insulation. Nevertheless, according to Oulahan, the 

potential for litigation in these areas remains. 

Consumer Protection 

Aside from the possibility of litigation, the role of accredita

tion in protecting students as consumers has received considerable atten

tion. The U.S. Office of Education (1978) listed among the functions of 

accreditation "assisting prospective students in identifying acceptable 

institutions" (p. 1). While Selden and Porter (1977) agree that accredi

tation should provide some aid in the student's choice, the U.S. General 

Accounting Office (1979) concluded that neither accrediting agencies 

nor state agencies could be relied upon to guard against consumer abuses. 

Similarly, Gruson (1979) of the Sloan Commission says that the current 

voluntary accrediting system is not capable of identifying or ameliorat

ing potential abuses. 

Sweet (1979) sees the development of accrediting in this country 

as a response to "consumers" at all levels. He observes, however, that 



31 

critics of accreditation's consumer protection role have the same prob

lems as do accrediting agencies: the determination and identification of 

quality. 

Jung (1979) has studied consumer protection in postsecondary ed

ucation, and contends that voluntary improvements (e.g., through accred

itation) can be more effective than any form of government regulatory 

control. Harc1eroad and Dickey (1975) identified consumer protection 

concerns as a reason for adopting an educational auditing approach to 

accreditation team visits. 

Non-Traditional Education 

The so-called "non-traditional" approaches to postsecondary ed

ucation including off-campus and external degree programs, competency

based instruction, learning contracts, military base education, indepen

dent study programs, and experiential learning programs, provide a grow

ing concern for accrediting bodies, and for the evaluation team aspect, 

in particular. The Council for Postsecondary Accreditation, under a 

W.K. Kellogg Foundation grant, conducted an extensive study of these 

phenomena (Andrews 1978). Andrews, along with Harris (1978), two prin

cipals of the study, recommended that voluntary accreditation should ex

pand its basic concept to include education.a1 accomplishment and per

formance evaluation, adjust its standards and procedures accordingly, 

and institute training in the use and application of these tools. 



Proliferation of Accreditation and 
Interorganization Cooperation 

Owing to the increase in the number of specialized accrediting 
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associations over the past two decades (Kells and Parrish 1979) and the 

growth of state-sponsored accreditation (Birch 1979), institutions of 

higher education are faced with the possibility of having to prepare for 

multiple accreditation reviews--institutiona1 and specialized. ~fui1e 

Kells and Parrish found that two-thirds of regionally accredited insti-

tutions have two or fewer accrediting agencies with which to deal, most 

administrators and department heads would welcome cooperative re1ation-

ships among accrediting bodies. Similarly, Pigge (1979), in a study of 

426 institutions, found that institutional representatives welcomed the 

efficiency of cooperative arrangements, particularly those with previous 

experience with such arrangements. 

According to Casey and Harris (1979), most state legislatures 
. -

have, in effect, traditionally delegated quality assurance responsibi1i-

ties to voluntary accreditation. Birch (1979), however, found that more 

than two-thirds of state agency representatives expected or planned for 

their agencies to undertake institutional accreditation (p. 170). 

The Spectre of Increased Federal Involvement 
in Accreditation 

Numerous writers (Casey and Harris 1979, Young 1979, Finkin 1978, 

Or1ans 1975, and Dickey and Miller 1972) have observed the increasing 

federal influence over voluntary accreditation from the Korean War G.I. 

Bill to the National Defense Education Act in 1958 to the designation of 

the Accreditation and Institutional Eligibility Staff (later called the 
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Division of Eligibility and Agency Evaluation) in the U.S. Office of 

Education in 1968. Harcleroad (1980) summarizes the expansion of feder-

al controls: "Federal funding power continues to grow and as long as it 

does, controls will follow. A move in the past two years to have the 

~eligibility' of institutions rest on state laccrediting' rather than 

voluntary non-governmental accreditation has been stoutly resisted by 

the higher education community" (p. 36). Harcleroad quotes the COPA 

policy statement of 1980 which said 

Accreditation should be linked to eligibility for federal 
funding, and the process of accreditation (as part of educa
tion) should be insulated from the administrative processes 
of the federal government. 

The federal government should rely, primarily and as appro
priate, upon the review and evaluation of accrediting agencies 
as carried out by the education community . . . (p. 37). 

This COPA statement continued the philosophy of the Federation 

of Regional Accrediting Commissions of Higher Education's 1972 statement 

in which voluntary accreditation was seen as an insulation mechanism to 

protect institutions against encroachments that might jeopardize their 

educational effectiveness or academic freedom. 

Concern for Educational Outcomes 

A COPA-sponsored conference on evaluating educational quality 

produced a consensus that accrediting bodies must focus on educational 

outcomes (Astin and others 1979). Charles Chambers, in summarizing the 

conference, said that "members of the (evaluation) team must be specially 

trained to apply their educational expertise in a framework built around 

outcome measures" (p. 33). As noted earlier, numerous studies and 
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articles (Ferster 1971, Romine 1975, Harris 1978, Troutt 1978, Andrews 

1978, and Huffman and Harris 1981) have criticized accreditation for its 

preoccupation with inputs rather than outcomes. A recent North Central

sponsored study of member institutions (Engdahl 1981), however, found 

that 81 percent of the respondents disagreed with the statement that ac

creditation is overly concerned with input and process statements not 

well correlated with educational effectiveness. This finding was in con

trast to Romine (1975) who polled the same constituency in 1974 and 

found 66 percent disagreeing. Burns (1978) reported on a number of in

stitutions which experimented with the use of outcomes measures in their 

institutional self-studies. The institutions' staff reported a high 

level of satisfaction with the approach as well as the decision to con

tinue the process. 

Research on Accreditation 

A relatively small proportion of the extensive literature on re

gional accreditation deals with original research and an even smaller 

proportion yet is devoted to research on the evaluation visit. Research 

on regional accreditation may be grouped into four categories: 1) re

gional standards or criteria, 2) the institutional self-study, 3) the 

accreditation process in general, and 4) evaluation teams and their re

ports. This section of the literature review will provide a brief over

view of the first three topics, followed by a discussion of the major 

findings regarding evaluation teams. 



Regional Standards 

A number of researchers have recognized the critical role of 

regional standards or criteria in the mission of regional accrediting 

agencies. Petersen (1979) performed an exhaustive content analysis of 

ninety sets of evaluative standards used by fifty-two associations to 

accredit institutions and programs. She did find wide diversity among 

the regional associations with respect to 1) format of the standards 

documents, 2) the degree of detail and specificity in the standards, 
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and 3) the degree to which the standards and guidelines dictate the con

tent and structure the format of the institutional self-study. However, 

her major conclusion was: "There appears to be no evidence of contra

dictory philosophies among the nine commissions as to those elements 

which distinguish an accreditable institution" (p. 46). 

Troutt (1978) studied regional accrediting standards from the 

standpoint of their suitability for providing quality assurance. 

Troutt's conclusions were sharply critical of the standards for their 

"frail empirical basis" and for the "difficulties in substantiating any 

indirect approach to quality assurance" (p. 104). Troutt recommended 

the use of outcome measures (graduate quality) rather than making in

ferences from conditions or inputs. 

The Institutional Self-Study 

Ladd (1970) reviewed a number of institutional self-studies to 

determine the incidence of change in educational policy within the in

stitutions. He found that the self-studies reflected the efficacy of 

pressure politics in bringing about change. He also found that "There 
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is little indication in any of the experiences to support the idea that 

the study-and-report technique is an effective way of gaining acceptance 

of the need for change or of creating enthusiasm for involvement in de

veloping new policies" (p. 197). 

Kells and Kirkwood (1979) conducted a study of institutional 

self-study processes and participant attitudes in 208 Middle States 

Association institutions. They found that while continuous and results

oriented self-studies are still in rather "embryonic" stages, partici

pants are very satisfied with the institutional improvement stemming 

from their use. Kells and Kirkwood also identified factors related to 

successful self-studies: internal improvement-oriented motivation, com

mitment of institutional leaders, and the compatibility of the design 

of the study with institutional circumstances. 

General Studies on Accreditation 

The most wide-ranging assessment of accreditation since the 1936 

Zook and Haggerty study was the 1970 report by Puffer and others for the 

Federation of Regional Accrediting Commissions of Higher Education. The 

"Puffer Report," as it is called, provided documentation on the dimen

sions and characteristics of the process and made numerous recommenda

tions for regional accreditation, mainly about logistics. With respect 

to evaluation teams, Puffer reported region-by-region profiles regard

ing team composition, team size, and directives for team functioning. 

Puffer listed the following desirable questions to be examined in insti

tutional accrediting visits: 



1. What educational and structural (administration, gov-" 
ernance, etc.) innovations have been adopted since the most re
cent reevaluation? Describe and indicated the degree of success. 

2. What special assistance has been provided by the insti
tution in the education of the disadvantaged? Describe and in
dicate the degree of success. 

3. What do your analytical studies show concerning the 
effectiveness of your educational programs? What direct evi
dence do you have of institutional contributions to or respon
sibility for improvements in your students? What tests or 
other measuring devices are used and how effective and ap
propriate are they (p. 216)? 
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After mentioning in anecdotal fashion some criticisms of the teams, the' 

report concluded 

• • . We were impressed that in spite of the shortcomings . • • 
the members of teams were perceptive, competent, wise and pos
sessed of good judgment. Our primary position is that there 
is still room for improvement, and that the commissions and 
the executive secretaries should redouble their efforts to 
make good evaluation teams become excellent evaluation teams 
(p. 208). 

If the Puffer Report was the most wide-ranging, the Orlans Re-

port (1975), sponsored by the U.S. Office of Education and conducted 

under the auspices of the National Academy of Public Administration, was 

the most incisive. Working from historical data, research literature, 

legal case law, and original data collection perspectives, Orlans pro-

vided a succinct, yet comprehensive analysis of the accreditation pro-

cess. As noted earlier in this chapter, Orlans expressed numerous crit-

icisms of the process, but concluded that the critics of accreditation 

have nothing better to put in its place (p. 101). 

A number of attitudinal surveys to determine "happiness quoti-

ents" of member institutions have been undertaken by accrediting com-

mission staff members, consultants, and dissertation writers. Romine 
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(1975) polled North Central Commission members for their perceptions of 

satisfaction, expectations, and reactions to potential modifications in 

the process. Among the critical responses reflected in the Romine study 

were 1) the commission does not stimulate change and innovation, 2) team 

members impose their own biases upon institutions, 3) evaluators are 

more concerned with process than with outcomes, 4) evaluators give in

sufficient attention to institutional uniqueness, 5) teams are not large 

enough and diversified enough to do an adequate job, and 6) not enough 

time is provided for the onsite review (pp. 368-370). Among the major 

recommendations made by the institutions were cooperation between region

al and specialized accreditation and an increased emphasis on qualita

tive factors. In spite of the demurrers expressed by member institu

tions, Romine concluded that "Overall, there is ample reason to believe 

that the NCA Commission on Institutions of Higher Education is doing a 

credible job that is appreciated by member institutions" (p. 375). 

Another survey of member institutions was conducted by Warner 

(1977) in the Western Association. This study focused on the impacts or 

influences of accreditation upon member institutions. Warner found that 

a somewhat greater importance is attached to the effects of the se1f

study than to those of the team visit (p. 6). While most respondents 

felt the benefits of accreditation exceeded the costs (p. 6), the visit

ing teams were the object of the most widespread comment--regarding team 

composition, procedures followed during the visits, and the possibili

ties of some kind of follow-up (p. 15). 



39 

Miller (1973) conducted a Delphi-process study of the uses of 

accreditation by polling one hundred eminent authorities in higher edu-

cation and accreditation. Among his major findings, Miller noted that 

"the evaluation of educational institutions and their programs is an 

art, not a science, and is therefore heavily dependent upon the exper-

tise and subjective judgments of professionals" (p. 198). Miller recom-

mended that 

. • . measures need to be taken which will insure that the trust 
it (society) has in accreditation is not misplaced. 

Yet, the measures which can be taken are limited because the 
state of the art of educational measurement is such that ac
creditation must rely extensively on professional expertise and 
judgment. In the minds of many, this sets up an inherent di
lemma in which the interests of society are likely to suffer. 
Thus, the credibility of nongovernmental accreditation is likely 
to suffer (pp. 207-208). 

Research on Evaluation Teams 

As Heller (1978, p. 4) has observed, what is striking is that 

evaluation teams have not received more attention than they have. Hel-

ler notes, for example, that such accreditation classics as Selden (1960) 

and Geiger (1970) do not refer to the campus visits. While Puffer (1970), 

Orlans (1975), Romine (1975), Warner (1977), and Kells (1979 and 1980b), 

have included aspects'of the onsite visit in their research, most of the 

research focusing on the onsite visit has been provided by dissertation 

efforts. This subsection will review recent research on evaluation 

teams and their reports, including studies dealing with the selection, 

training, and evaluation of teams; content analyses of team reports; and 

team members' perceptions of the relative importance and effectiveness 

of their activities. 
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Kells (1979) studied the "people-related aspects" of accredita

tion teams in the Middle States region from 1970 to 1977--what he terms 

as "one of the potentially weakest links in the accrediting process" (p. 

178). Among the findings of the Kells' study wer.e 

• Fifty percent of institutions in the Middle States region 

were not used as the source of team members during academic year 1976-

1977 . 

• The sponsorship and instructional-level characteristics of 

the sending institution matched fairly well with the regional universe 

of institutions. 

• Dramatic changes took place from 1970 to 1977: 1) teams had 

a greater proportion of younger evaluators; 2) students, trustees, and 

lay persons were added to teams; 3) more team members were in career/ 

professional disciplines; 4) there was a greater turnover in team mem

bership; and 5) greater percentages of. chairpersons were under the age 

of 50 and were female. 

Kells recommended 1) considering institution size in selecting 

evaluation team members, 2) increased used of faculty members as chair

persons, 3) increasing the representation of all institutions in the 

region on evaluation teams, and 4) greater use of joint accrediting 

team visits. 

Baysore (1971) used the University of Denver and the p"even as

sociations that accredited it to study the selection, training, and eval

uation of examiners. Baysore concluded that 

• The identification and selection of examiners is a highly 

informal process. 
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• Seven of the eleven associations did not have formal examiner 

training programs, but rather depended upon printed materials, personal 

contacts, the experience of the chairperson, and on-the-job experience 

on accrediting teams. 

• Evaluative procedures were highly informal, often verbal, and 

did not exist in written form. 

• The duties and responsibilities of the examiner in the accred

iting process, as stated by the associations, are clearly communicated 

and understood by the examiner prior to the accrediting visit. 

• Members of the examining teams are well prepared to make the 

kinds of judgments required of them largely by virtue of their individ

ual professional competence, previous experiences and positions held, 

and their present position. 

In 1980, Kells (1980b) evaluated a training project conducted by 

the Senior Commission of the Western Association of Schools and Colleges. 

Using a combination of personal observation, document review, personal 

interviews, and follow-up questionnaires from 162 evaluators, Kells 

found that two techniques were particularly effective for training: 1) 

chairpersons "forming" the team as a functioning unit through "getting 

to know" activities and friendly, useful discussion of roles, and 2) or

ienting the team to the use of standards by relating them directly and 

quite thoroughly to the institution to be evaluated via analysis of the 

self-study report (p. 13). Team members had the most problems with 

simple walk-throughs of the standards as a teaching device, and with 

educational program standards (p. 21). That faculty members had a 
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disproportionately negative reaction to the training, Kells attributed 

to the fact that "team visits are in large measure administrative tasks" 

(p. 20). 

With respect to the reports submitted by evaluation teams, three 

researchers have conducted content-analyses of team reports. Ferster 

(1971) looked at 140 Middle States reports from 1959-1969 and categoriz

ed 34,335 themes and 6,224 recommendations. He found that the recommen

dations occurring with greatest frequency were regarding curriculum and 

programs, particularly concerning departmental quality. Ferster noted 

that the criteria which emerged from an analysis of the reports were 

essentially process or "factory" criteria, with little attention paid to 

the products of the educational system. The teams, however, were highly 

consistent in the application of criteria across all types of institu

tions. 

Walters (1970) studied indicators of quality used in 191 team 

reports from Southern Association team visits to public two-year colleges 

during the period 1960-1969. He found that most of the indicators used 

concerned procedures within the college, efficiency of operations, staff

ing levels, and the relationship between individuals in the hierarchical 

structure. According to Walters, there were no opinions regarding stu

dent success or achievement, products or results or the institution's 

operations, or effectiveness of the institution in fulfilling its pur

pose. 

Samors (1979) looked at the relationship between interpersonal 

communications in evaluation teams and the recommendations for accredi

tation by North Central teams. Using Likert-type scales to survey 242 
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evaluators and comparing the data to recommendations in team reports, 

Samors concluded that "groups shared an understanding of the accredita

tion process but disagreed on the meaning of institutional accreditation 

in its broadest sense" (p. 111). According to Samors, the most crucial 

area for further research is the communication process which occurs prior 

to, during, and after the visit. He also recommended studying the 

influence of chairpersons in the decision-making process. Samors pre

dicted that as more is learned about the roles of team members, insti

tutions will scrutinize team composition more closely. 

Phillips (1979) surveyed 486 evaluators from seven regional com

missions to determine whether there were significant differences in the 

perceived importance of each of seventeen standards. He found that in 

spite of "manifest differences" in the standards themselves, the evalu

ators were consistent in their perceptions of the relative importance of 

the respective standards. 

Prosser (1975) used Likert-scale satisfaction measures in his 

survey of 126 institutional representatives and 85 team members from the 

North Central Association to measure the level of evaluation team adequa

cy. In general, Prosser found the site visit process regarded as "highly 

satisfactory." Among the team functions receiving the lowest marks were 

the use of input from governing boards and the assessment of teaching 

effectiveness. Among his recommendations, Prosser suggested 1) assess

ing techniques for screening and assignment of team members, 2) a review 

of present team procedures for the evaluation of instructional strategies 

and teaching effectiveness, and 3) the relationship between institutional 

evaluation and instructional quality. 



Summary and Implications 

The literature survey has revealed a plethora of issues and 

questions regarding the accrediting visit. Perspectives or frameworks 

for understanding the visit, criticisms of accreditation teams, and 

issues impacting the accrediting process have implications for the de

sign, analysis, and interpretation of the current study. Certainly, 
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the issue of the types of evidence and indicators used in making accred

iting judgments appears consistently in the literature, particularly the 

question of input versus outcome indicators. Some of these issues have 

been incorporated directly into the research questions for this study. 

Others are reflected in the data elements in the questionnaire or in the 

data analysis. 

Recent research on accreditation has pointed up the importance 

of evaluation team selection, training, and evaluation; team members' 

perceptions; and how they make decisions. To date, however, no compara

tive, inter-region study has produced data on team composition and func

tioning. It was the purpose of this study, then, to address these issues 

on an inter-region basis. 



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This study was designed to provide a descriptive assessment of 

the functioning of accreditation teams in regional accreditation. The 

overall purpose of the study was to document the actual onsite activi

ties performed by evaluators in light of the procedures prescribed by 

the respective regional commissions. Because of the broadly defined 

goals of accreditation, an assessment of the onsite visit aspect of ac

creditation was most appropriately accomplished through a process study 

(Rossi and Wright 1977). Accordingly, a three-pronged approach was se

lected: 1) a documentation of the prescribed purposes of accreditation 

and the onsite visit, 2) a survey of visiting team members to document 

their self-reported activities on site, and 3) an analysis of evaluators' 

perceptions and reported activities in light of the prescribed policies 

and procedures. 

Description of the Population 

The focus of the research was on the activities of regional ac

crediting commissions for four-year colleges and universities. For pur

poses of delimiting the scope of the study, a decision was made to re

strict the focus to initial and reaffirmation accreditation of bacca

laureate-granting institutions. Thus, accreditation of two-year and 

vocational institutions was specifically excluded. Of the six regional 
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accrediting commissions, five agreed to participate. Participating com

missions included New England, Middle States, Southern, North Central, 

and Northwest--accounting for 48 of 50 states, plus four of the eight 

off-shore trust areas. The Commission for Senior Colleges and Univer

sities of the Western Association declined to participate. Figure 1 

illustrates the constituent states and territories for each of the com

missions. 

Of the wide range of activities conducted by each of the partici

pating commissions, this research was limited to one activity: the on

site visit by the evaluation team for initial accreditation or redeterm-

ination of accreditation. Each commission maintains rosters of approx-

imately 200 to 500 evaluators, nominated by member colleges and univers

ities from which evaluators for the 1980-1981 institutional site visits 

were selected. Additional information regarding the population is con

tained in the section which describes the sample for the research. The 

target population for this study, then, was the site visit teams for 

senior colleges and universities in five of the six regional commissions. 

Data Sources 

Three major sources provided the information and data for the 

study. First, each regional commission was asked to provide all written 

materials pertaining directly or indirectly to the onsite visit. These 

materials included standards, guidelines, or criteria for member insti

tutions; self-study guides; handbooks for evaluation teams and for chair

persons. Table 1 describes the sources provided by each commission. 
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Table 1. Written Materials Obtained from Regional Commissions 

Regions Publications 

New England 

Middle States 

Southern 

North Central 

Northwest 

A Guide to the Process of Self-Evaluation, 1980 
Manual for Chairing an Evaluation Team, 1979 
Manual for Evaluation Team Members, undated 
Standards for Accreditation, Institutions of Higher 

Education, March, 1979 

Handbook for Evaluation/Team Members, 1980-81 
Handbook for Institutional Self-Study, 1981 
Manual for Chairing a Middle States Evaluation Team, 

1980-81 
Policies and Procedures, Commission on Higher Education, 

1978 (including update inserts) 
Standards for Accreditation and Characteristics of 

Excellence in Higher Education, 1981 

Manual for the Institutional Self-Study Program of the 
Commission on Colleges, 1977 

Manual for the Visiting Committee, Commission on Colleges, 
1980 

Standards of the College Delegate Assembly, 1977 

Criteria for Candidate for Accreditation Status and 
Criteria for Accreditation, Commission on Institutions 
of Higher Education, Spring, 1981 

Handbook on Accreditation, September, 1977 (currently 
being revised) 

Manual for Chairing ~ North Central Accreditation Team, 
1979-80 

A Manual for Institutional Evaluation Using the Criteria 
for Accreditation As Developed by the North Central 
Association Commission on Institutions of Higher Edu
cation, February, 1981 

Manual for Team Members on North Central Accreditation 
Visits, 1979-80 

Accreditation Handbook, Commission on Colleges, 1980a 
Accreditation Standards, Commission on Colleges, 1980b 
Evaluation Committee Checklist on Standards for Accredi-

tation, undated 
Handbook for Committee Chairperson, September, 1980c 
Instructions to Members of Evaluation Committees, Sep

tember, 1980d 
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A second data source was the mail survey of a sample of evalua

tors who had participated in onsite visits during the 1980-1981 academic 

year. Rosters of evaluation teams for 1980-1981 from each of the re

gions were provided by commission staffs. A survey questionnaire was 

designed to elicit information from the evaluators on the following 

topics: 

• Demographic and home institution characteristics of the eval-

uators. 

• Perceptions regarding the purpose of the accreditation visit 

and the functioning of the visiting team. 

• Activities pursuant to the conduct of the site visit. 

• The bases upon which evaluators' determinations and judgments 

are made. 

• Perceptions regarding strengths and weaknesses in the way 

site visits are carried out. 

The draft version of the questionnaire was pretested by a panel 

of ten former accreditation-team members, representing each of the six 

regional associations. The panel of evaluators, which included faculty, 

a department head, deans, associate deans, presidents, and accreditation 

professionals, was asked to review the instrument from the perspective 

of a respondent and to offer a critique of the content and phrasing of 

the questions. As a result of this series of reviews, the questionnaire 

was revised and readied for printing. Copies of the survey instrument 

and the cover letters are contained in Appendices A and B. 

The mailing of the questionnaire tock place during May and June 

1981. Cover letters from the principal investigator and the respective 
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directors of the regional commissions accompanied each questionnaire. 

Respondents were assured confidentiality and, to implement this confi

dentiality, identification numbers were precoded on each questionnaire 

so that no names or institutional identifiers were included on the in

struDlcnt. A pre-addressed return envelop with postage affixed was also 

included. An overall response rate of 82 percent was achieved by mid~ 

June 1981 without the use of follow-up mailings. Questionnaire data 

were coded by the principal investigator and 'entered into the computer 

file by card deck after being key punched and verified. 

The third data source was the professional staff members of the 

participating regional commissions. These staff were presented with the 

draft findings (Chapter 4) from the survey of evaluators and document 

review and were asked to comment on the data and findings as presented. 

In this way, these accrediting professionals were able to offer potential 

interpretations of and commentaries on the data as well as cautions in 

interpreting some of the data. 

Sampling Techniques 

Several important considerations underlie the decisions regard

ing the study sample. First, the intended inferences regarding the re

search population, i.e., the regional site-visit teams, were to be based 

on regional estimates rather than national estimates of accreditation 

team functions. The rationale for this approach was that the respective 

regional commissions operate under their own stated standards, policies, 

and procedures (Petersen 1979, p. 162). Thus any descriptive assessment 

of functioning must be made on a region-by-region basis. National 
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estimates, therefore, would do little more than create a fictional con

struct--a representation of a mythical accreditation team or region. 

The second underlying issue was more complex. The intended unit 

of analysis was the regional evaluation team member. Upon careful con

sideration of the unit of analysis, however, it was determined that the 

study population was not merely a physical population, i.e., evaluators, 

but a conceptual population, i.e., regional evaluation team members. 

Thus, the study was concerned with regional accreditation team members 

in the context of their team membership rather than as individual eval

uators for regional commissions. In this regard, veteran accreditation 

researchers also pointed out the need to assure a balanced representa

tion of specializations on accreditation teams, e.g., administration, 

educational programs, student services, and finance and budget. This 

third consideration, the need for a balanced, real-world representation 

of accreditation team expertise, was seen as an important value in an

swering some of the research questions regarding team composition and 

educational quality. 

In technical terms, the sampling population consisted of all the 

teams in the academic year 1980-1981. These teams were the "primary 

sampling units." The team members were the "elementary units." Note 

that there was no attempt to select each evaluator with equal probabili

ty in the sampling procedure. Instead, evaluators were represented with 

probabilities proportioned to the frequency with which they are team 

members. It is possible that the same evaluator could have been a mem

ber of more than one team. 



With the foregoing considerations in mind, a sampling plan for 

the survey of evaluators was developed that called for 

• Equal numbers of evaluators from each of the five partici

pating regional commissions. 

• A random selection of evaluation teams from the 1980-1981 

academic year through cluster sampling. 
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• A total sample size from each region of approximately seventy 

evaluators. 

The rationale for each of these decisions is described in the following 

paragraphs. 

If the intent of the study was to generate national estimates of 

evaluators' functions, a proportionate sample of evaluators from each of 

the regions (relative to the total number from each region) would have 

been appropriate. Because, however, the intent was to produce regional 

estimates, equal numbers of evaluators from each region can constitute 

an appropriate sample (Kish 1965). The decision was made, therefore, to 

sample equal numbers of evaluators from each region. 

The principal investigator was faced with a decision on the meth

od of selecting the sample: simple random selection or cluster sampling 

on a randomized basis. A simple random sample gives equal probability 

of selection to each evaluator serving on evaluation teams during 1980-

1981. At the same time, however, simple random sampling gives the larger 

teams (e.g .. , those with twenty evaluators) a higher probability of 

inclusion in the sample and risks imbalance in the representation of 

specialties included on the typical team (e.g., administrators, educa

tional program, finance and budget). Cluster sampling of evaluation 
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teams, on the other hand, assures the representation of specialties 

found on the typical team and gives equal probability to each regional 

team for inclusion in the sample. The major drawback to cluster sam-

p1ing in this case is the design effect (Cochran 1977, Kish 1965) re-

su1ting from intrac1uster correlation. For example, for those question-

naire items which are naturally influenced by team membership ("What 

type of institution were you visiting?"), the effective sample size 

would be closer to the number of teams in the sample rather than the 

number of eva1uators. 1 After weighing the advantages and disadvantages 

of the alternative sampling methods, the decision was made to use a 

cluster sample of evaluation teams to study the evaluators in the context 

of team membership rather than as individual evaluators. The cluster 

sampling was performed by using a table of random digits to select at 

random prenumbered evaluation teams from each region. 

A total sample size of seventy evaluators from each region was 

selected for several reasons. First, time and cost constraints dictated 

the use of the minimum number of respondents necessary to produce re1ia-

b1e regional estimates. Second, the anticipated minimum response rate of 

2 60 percent meant that each regional sample would need to seventy to as-

sure a residual analysis sample large enough to expect an approximately 

1. The SPSS package (Nie and others 1975) used in the analysis 
assumes simple random sampling. The Chi-square statistic cited in the 
findings, therefore, must be understood as only an approximate indicator 
of significance level, without the precision of a simple random sample. 
The imprecision of the Chi-square statistic is not a serious difficulty 
since inter-region comparisons of evaluator perceptions was not one of 
the research objectives. 

2. Based on accreditation studies of a similar design (e.g., 
Phillips 1979). 
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assure a residual analysis sample large enough to expect an approximate

ly normal sampling distribution of the estimates such as means and per

centages (Richmond 1964, p. 144). Third, the potential number of evalu

ators in the smallest region, Northwest, was known to be approximately 

seventy (in actuality, it was sixty-two). 

Table 2 displays the data associated with the initial sample 

frame, the numbers sampled, and the resulting response which was used in 

the data analysis. As is evident, the projected minimum response rate 

of 60 percent was far exceeded (82 percent) without the use of follow-up 

mailings or call-backs. A nonresponse analysis of the orginal sample 

(Appendix C) revealed no major perturbations in response patterns from 

any of the regional associations with respect to gender, work role, home

institution type, or type of institution visited. 

Analysis Plan 

The primary purpose of the study was to provide a descriptive 

assessment of the function of regional accreditation teams. The appro

priate type of analysis was, of course, dependent upon the nature of the 

subject being investigated, the respondent population, the data availa

ble, and the research objectives and questions. Because regional accred

itation is so highly dependent upon the purposes, policies, and proced

ures of the respective regions, the study analyzed each region independ

ently. At the same time, however, each of the regions may benefit from 

a comparison among the regions with respect to evaluator perceptions, 

onsite procedures, evaluator training, and evaluation of the team mem

bers. Comparisons were presented not for purposes of determining which 



Table 2. The Sample of Regional Accreditation Teams 

NE MS SO NC NW TOTAL 

Number of team visits 
in 1980-81 32 20 32 54 8 146 

Number of evaluators 
in 1980-81 202 146 347 234 62 991 

(199)a (209) a (59) a 

Sample size (N) for 
this study 71 73 70 76 59 349 

Number of teams 
in the sample 11 10 6 18 8 53 

Number of respond-
ing evaluators 57 56 55 63 52 286 

Response rate 
(%) 80.3 76.7 78.6 82.9 88.1 82.0 

Percentage of the 
population responding 

28.6 38.4 15.9 30.1 88.1 28.9 

a. Numbers in parentheses represent an undup1icated count of 
team members. Some evaluators served on more than one evaluation 
team during 1980-1981. 
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policies and approaches are better, but for positing the alternatives 

available to regional and other types of accreditation and to provide 

the regional commissions with data on their evaluators' perceptions and 

activities. 

The utimate purpose of the data analysis was to provide the re

gional commissions with policy-relevant data for use in formulating or 

reaffirming regional policy with respect to evaluator training and ori

entation, onsite evaluation activities ~nd procedures, reporting, chair

ing evaluation teams t and evaluation of team member performance. 

With respect to the research objectives of this study, the anal

ysis had to provide compatible categories and meaningful data aggrega

tion for assessing the extent to which the onsite visit does what it is 

purported to do according to the respective regional policies. In addi

tion, the determination of strengths and weaknesses associated with the 

onsite visit had to systematically focus on the critical aspects of the 

team visit. 

The first data source, the written policies and procedures of the 

regional commissions, was analyzed in a simple taxonomic fashion accord

ing to categories identified in accreditation literature. The purpose of 

this phase of the analysis was to identify the specified purposes of the 

onsite visit within the overall purposes of regional accreditation. 

These specified purposes and functions of the visit, together with the 

perceptions and self-reported activities of the team members, in turn, 

became the basis for the analysis of the first research objective--the 

determination whether accreditation visits do what they are purported to 

do. The survey data, reported out by region and national totals, were 



presented in standard cross tabulations provided by the Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (Nie and others 1975) to illustrate 

frequencies (percentages) and, in some instances, standard errors for 

reported functions or perceptions. 
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For many of the cross tabulations presented in the text, a Chi

square probability was provided. This value is the probability that a 

Chi-square random variable exceeds the value of the Chi-square statistic 

associated with the table. This probability was computed under the as

sumption that the sample was a simple random sample, rather than a 

cluster sample. Because this sampling assumption was not met, the com

puted probabi1jties will generally be biased, and smaller, than the 

correct value (Fe11egi 1980). The Chi-square statistics presented in 

the text are usually measures of regional differences. Because of bias, 

however, they will tend to suggest a stronger regional difference than 

is actually the case. 

The estimated standard errors presented in the text were computed 

absuming that the sample was a simple random sample from a conceptually 

infinite population. The assumption of a conceptually infinite popula

tion was appropriate since the study attempted to make inferences about 

the evaluation process, not about the particular population of evaluators 

in 1980-1981 (Deming 1975, p. 58 and Cochran 1977, p. 39). The simple 

random sampling assumption was not achieved, however, because cluster 

sampling was, in fact, used within each region. The computed standard 

errors will, therefore, tend to be smaller than the correct value. The 
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relationship between the computed standard error and the correct value 

is approximately 

2 
s CL 

where 

2 
s CL = variance for cluster sample 

2 
s SRS variance for simple random sample 

H = average cluster size 

r = intrac1uster correlation coefficient (Cochran 1977, p. 241) 

The intrac1uster correlation coefficient is a measure of the extent to 

which the units within the same cluster are more similar to each other 

than to units outside the cluster. The value of r is different for each 

variable, i. e., question response. The value of H is approximately 

seven for the survey design used. It should be noted that this formula 

applies to regional estimates. For the national estimates (which are 

outside of the intended purposes of this research), the sample is a 

stratified cluster sample, and the f?rmu1a is more complicated. 

The analytic commentary on the first research objective--to de-

termine whether the onsite visit does what it is purported to do--con-

sisted in comparing the 'vritten regional policy statements with evaluator 

self-reports of activities and perceptions. 

The second research objective, to identify the perceived 

strengths and weaknesses, relied heavily on the perceptions of the eva1-

uators themselves. Responses to open-ended questions regarding strengths 



and weaknesses of the onsite visit were analyzed and "reduced" to the 

major response categories and then tabulated in frequency counts by 

region. 
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This straightforward, ine1aborate approach to the data analysis 

was considered appropriate for the study in view of 1) the broad policy 

issues addressed by the research, and 2) the lack of extant empirical 

research on the activities of evaluation teams across accreditation re

gions. 

Assumptions 

1. The accrediting teams randomly sampled for inclusion in this 

study were representative of the teams visiting senior colleges and uni

versities within the respective regions during 1980-1981. 

2. The respective regional populations of 1980-1981 evaluators of 

senior institutions, from which the samples were drawn, were not signifi

cantly different from other years. 

3. Respondents answered the questionnaire items truthfully and with

out reservation. 

Limits to the Study and Qualifications of the Data 

The limitations on the study and the qualifications of the data 

stem from both controllable and uncontrollable factors. Controllable 

factors are related to decisions by the principal investigator and his 

committee of advisors to focus the study on a defined area of investi

gation. The uncontrollable factors are related to the nature of the 

study and decisions of respondents in the originally identified study 

population. 



Several limits were imposed on this study by a mutual decision 

of the principal investigator and his advisors. These limits included 

the following: 

• A focus on regional accreditation of baccalaureate-granting 

institutions. This decision explicitly excluded specialized and state 

accreditation as well as the accreditation of two-year and vocational 

institutions. 

• A one-year sample of investigators, excluding the option of 
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a multi-year or longitudinal study. Respondent recollection, the avail

ability of rosters of regional evaluation teams, and time and resource 

constraints precluded the feasibility of a mUlti-year or longitudinal 

study. 

• A focus on initial or reaffirmation site visits to the exclus

ion of other types of visits conducted by the regional commissions, e.g., 

for consultation, pre-visit review by the evaluation-team chair, or 

follow-up on institutions required to take corrective action. 

• Data for the study would be secured from 1) extant written 

policies, procedures, and criteria of the participating commissions; 2) 

views of evaluation team members obtained through a mail survey, and 3) 

a review and commentary on the survey data findings by the professional 

staff of the regional commissions. Potential data sources such as sys

tematic interviews with regional professional staff, a survey of repre

sentatives of visited institutions, and a review of site-visit reports 

were considered and specifically excluded from the study because of time 

and cost constraints. 
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• The analysis of the data would be limited to a descriptive 

assessment of regional tendencies rather than to an impact or effective-

ness evaluation of team performance. This meant that the analysis de-

scribed the then current condition of affairs rather than tested hypoth-

eses regarding the performance or impact of onsite evaluation visits. 

A number of other limitations and qualifications were imposed by 

the nature of the study. The following uncontrollable factors must be 

kept in mind: 

• Participant assessments tend to be positive and evaluations 

favorable--irrespective of whether measurable progress was made toward 

stated goals (Scheirer 1978). Regional evaluation team members, by vir-

tue of their selection to evaluation teams, may tend to have a natural 

allegiance or chauvinism toward their regional commissions. To the ex-

tent that this phenomenon occurred, regional evaluators' views were less 

objective and more positive than a disinterested third party. Offsetting 

this phenomenon, as was apparent in some of the evaluator comments (see 

Appendix D), was a concern on the part of some evaluators to improve the 

process. 

• Although evaluators selected for the study had served on eval-

uation teams within the preceding nine-month period, precise recollection 

of onsite activities was nevertheless a problem for some. This was par-

ticular1y true for those who served in the early fall of 1980, for those 

who served more than once during the year, and for those who served more 

than one regional commission. l 

1. Six evaluators were identified who had served more than one 
region during 1980-81. 
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• Trade-offs were necessary between the depth of inquiry possi

ble through a mailed questionnaire and the desired response rate from 

the sampled evaluators. The 10-15 minutes required to fill out the 

questionnaire enhanced the response rate, but precluded in-depth probing 

of critical issues such as the use of evidence in making determinations 

of the validity of the self-study or judgments of educational quality. 

• Because of the strong regional commission influence upon the 

policies and procedures of evaluation teams, comparisons among region$ 

(e.g., cross-tabular presentations of data) must be made with the full 

realization that regional differences were to be expected and were 

neither good nor bad per se. The appropriateness of respondents' per

ceptions and activities must be determined vis a vis the policies and 

procedures of their respective regional commissions. 

• The wide diversity of evaluators' backgrounds, experience, 

and current positions rendered certain refined analyses very difficult. 

For example, a disaggregation analysis of evaluators' preferred indica

tors of quality by region and area of specialization would have required 

a sample size many times larger than the one selected for this study. 

Accordingly, it was incumbent upon the principal investigator to exercise 

discretion in the extent of disaggregation in the analysis. 

• While the study sample was selected to produce regional esti

mates of evaluator perceptions and activities, national totals were in

cluded in the crosstab1es as generalized indicators of national tenden

cies among the five regional commissions included in this study. The 

reader is cautioned that the national totals are certainly imprecise 

owing to the regionally oriented sampling plan, and are hypothetical, 



at best, because there is no national system of regional accreditation 

in the sense that there are regional offices of federal agencies. 
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Another limitation imposed on the study was the decision by the 

Accrediting Commission for Senior Colleges and Universities of the West

ern Association of Schools and Colleges not to participate in the study. 

Because of this decision, the study did not incl~de all six of the re

gional accrediting commissions for senior colleges and universities. 

The strongly regional nature of accreditation, however, rendered the 

loss in precision for national estimates regarding accreditation a moot 

issue. 



CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

The findings presented in this chapter are organized according 

to the two major data sources for the study: an analysis of regional 

commission policy statements and a survey of samples of evaluation team 

members from each region. In each of these two major sections, the find

ings are presented first in a logical order and then summarized by re

lating the findings to the research questions posed in Chapter 1. The 

tables and the narrative report the findings on a regional basis, i.e., 

from the New England data to the Northwest data. 

Analysis of Regional Commission Policy Statements 

A major purpose of the study was to assess the extent to which 

the onsite evaluation in regional accreditation does what it is purpored 

to do. As a first step in making this determination, the stated purpos

es and functions of the onsite visit:-according to the policies and pro

cedures of the respective regional commissions--were reviewed and docu

mented. Sources used in this review were listed in Table 1 of Chapter 

3. Because references to the general purpose of the onsite visit and the 

function of the evaluation team members were found to be very similar, 

both were included in the tabulation of references contained in Table 3, 

Regional Commission Policies and Procedures Regarding the Purpose and 

Function of the Onsite Visit. 
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Table 3. Regional Commission Policies and Procedures 
Regarding the Purpose and Function of the Onsite Visit 

Purpose/Function NE MS 

Make a judgment 
regarding accreditation X X 

Determine whether the 
institution has clear and 
appropriate objectives X X 

Determine educational 
quality X 

Validate the self-study X X 

Determine whether 
commission criteria 
are being met X X 

Assess institutional 
strengths and weaknesses X X 

Perform an educational 
audit X X 

Assess whether the 
institution is meeting 
its objectives X X 

Obtain evidence X X 

Provide consultation/ 
technical assistance X X 

Key: X = Explicitly stated in policy statements 
* = Implicit in policy statements 

so NC 

X X 

X 

X X 

X * 

X X 

X 

X 

* X 

X 

X X 
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NW 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 
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As Table 3 indicates, policies and procedures tend to be similar 

across regions. This corresponds to Petersen's (1979) findings that re

gional standards for accreditation are compatible across regions. A key 

commonality among the regional commissions is the emphasis on judgements 

made by the evaluation team. In this regard, Northwest policy statements 

speak of an independent analysis; and Middle States, a considered group 

judgment; New England, Southern, and North Central refer to professional 

judgments or responsible professional judgments. Aside from the judg

ment function, the one evaluator function explicitly mentioned in all 

regional policy statements is the provision of consultation to the insti

tution visited. In addition, all of the regional policy statements ei

ther explicitly and implicitly indicate that a function of the evaluation 

team is to assess whether the institution is meeting its own objectives. 

This function is explicit in the policy statements of New England, Middle 

States, North Central, and Northwest. It is implicit in Southern where 

the visiting committee is to "study the quality of the institution in 

the light of its stated purposes and objectives" (Southern Association 

of Colleges and Schools 1980, p. 20). 

One noticeable feature in the review of regional commission 

statements of policies and procedures is the internal inconsistency with 

respect to the stated purpose or function of the onsite visit. While in 

no instance are the references contradictory, in several instances one 

commission publication will focus on one function of the onsite visit 

and another publication of the same commission will characterize the 

visit as having yet another purpose. For example, the self-study guide 

may characterize the visit as a validation of the self-study, another 
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document may describe the visit as an educational audit, and yet another 

will call it an evaluation of educational effectiveness. In no instance 

is there complete consistency in the way the onsite visit is described 

among a given region's publications. 

Regional Emphases 

In reviewing regional policies and procedures, each region has 

its own emphases in describing the purpose of the onsite visit. 

The New En.gland Commission has one of the most detailed descrip

tions of the function of the onsite visit. Evaluators, according to New 

England policy, have a two-fold task: 1) to evaluate the institution 

against regional standards; and 2) as consultants, to assist the institu

tion to improve itself (New England Association of Colleges and Schools 

1979a, p. 20). The New England Commission emphasizes the need for eval

uators to base their judgments on "evidence solid enough •.• " and pro

vides institutions and evaluators with an evaluation guide of standards, 

descriptions (evidence), and appraisal guidelines as well as checklists 

of institutional characteristics and a series of policy statements to 

guide the ~valuation judgments. 

The Middle States Association has a very detailed description of 

the function of the onsite visit. The major assignment for Middle States 

evaluators is "to make a considered group judgment, as informed col

leagues, on the institution's educational effectiveness viewed in light 

of its stated mission and goals" (Middle States Association of Colleges 

and Schools 1981a, p. 15). Middle States does utilize the evaluation 

team to ascertain that the institution meets the standards of the Middle 
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States Association and offers evaluators and institutions a list of 

"Fundamental Characteristics of Excellence in Higher Education" as com-

mon denominators irrespective of particular settings (Middle States As-

sociation of Colleges and Schools 1978, pp. 9-27 and 1981b, p. 1). Al-

though Middle States provides these indicators of quality, it also offers 

a disclaimer that "The Commission on Higher Education has no prescrip-

tive criteria or favorite pattern in any of these areas. The team cen-

ters its attention on the educational impact of the institution, assess-

ing everything else by its contribution to the purposes for which the 

institution exists" (Middle States Association of Colleges and Schools 

1978, p. 111). Middle States' philosophy regarding the onsite visit is 

typified in this citation from its Policies and Procedures: 

Even when a report has been approved by a Commission, it 
is still an expression of the views of a particular group of 
educators, upon questions which often are too complex to have 
single answers. A different team might have seen things some
what differently. The Commission accepts such possibilities 
as the natural consequences of the developmental and often ex
perimental nature of higher education, and of our commitment 
to diversity rather than conformity, and of our conviction 
that we would rather trust the judgment and influence of our 
professional colleagues than tha~ of a small staff of full
time "experts" (Middle States Association of Colleges and 
Schools 1978, p. 113). 

The Southern Association focuses its emphasis on its commission 

standards and the evaluators' judgments regarding the institution's com-

pliance with those standards and the quality of the institution's self-

study program. Evaluators are also to assist the institution in its 

continued growth and development as time and con~ittee expertise permit 

(Southern Association of Colleges and Schools 1980, p. 19). At the same 

time, the Association puts least emphasis on institutional objectives, 
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including them only by indirect reference. While there are no explicit 

references to obtaining evidence of educational quality, the Commission 

does provide evaluators with a summary report format which allows re-

cording illustrations of each of the eleven Commission standards and a 

rating of them as "satisfactory" or "not satisfactory." 

The North Central Association characterizes the function of the 

evaluation teams as 1) to gather data and information, 2) to verify the 

information obtained, and 3) to arrive at conclusions (1977, p. 41). 

North Central policy explicitly rejects the use of standards, preferring 

rather a total system of requirements for accreditation, criteria for 

accreditation, and indicators of the criteria. Based on the recent re-

search of its professional staff, North Central has developed an innova-

tive set of evaluation schedules for basic indicators of its criteria 

for accreditation (198lb, pp. 15-56) "to clarify and erase some of the 

mysticism which some sources say surrounds the accreditation process" 

(198lb, p. 15). The indicators are intended to "lead to conclusions and 

judgment about the degree to which this or that particular institutional 

component is functioning in the direction of intended outcomes" (p. 15). 

Structured around four basic evaluative criteria of the Commission,l and 

sixteen functional areas of institutional analysis, the indicators are a 

1. The institution 1) has clear and publicly stated purposes, 
consistent with its mission and appropriate to a postsecondary educa
tional institution; 2) has effectively organized adequate human, finan
cial and physical resources into educational and other programs to ac
complish its purpose; 3) is accomplishing its purposes; and 4) can con
tinue to accomplish its purposes. 
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set of questions to facilitate and systematize the institutional analy

sis in the fashion of an educational audit. North Central has one of 

the most detailed sets of policies and procedures applicable to the on

site visit. 

Northwest Association policy specifies that the purpose of the 

onsite visit is to "make an independent analysis, for the institution's 

use, of the quality of its performance, of the effectiveness of its pro

cedures, and of the adequacy of its resources for continually improving 

its performance • evaluated in terms of the purposes and objectives 

it seeks to serve" (1980d, p. 1). Although Northwest policies contain 

the fewest number of references to the function of the evaluation team 

among the commissions studied, its Commission on Colleges provides insti

tutions and evaluators with a detailed manual of standards and guides 

for description, analysis, and appraisal--similar to that used by the 

New England Commission. The Commission also provides a detailed set of 

policy statements addressing issues regarding educational quality, insti

tutional integrity, and accreditation. 

In summary, New England, Middle States, and North Central have 

the most detailed policies regarding the site visit; Southern, North 

Central, and Northwest, the most distinctive. None of the commissions 

has concise, unequivocal statements regarding the evaluation team which 

are consistent among all its policy documents. The clear emphasis is on 

the professional judgment of the particular peer evaluation team which 

Middle States avows is preferable to the alternative of full-time "ex-

perts." 
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Summary of Findings from the Analysis of Policy Statements 

The analysis of regional commission policy statements was design

ed to answer two research questions. The first question concerned the 

general purposes of accreditation; the second concerned the purposes of 

the onsite visit within the general purposes of accreditation. 

Research Question 1: What are the stated purposes of accredita

tion in the official documents of the respective accrediting commissions? 

The purposes of accreditation as specified by the regional commissions 

were found to be mutually compatible and in agreement that the major 

purpose of accreditation.is the improvement of higher education in gen

eral and of each participating institution. Specific purposes listed by 

the respective regional commissions were as follow: 

• Foster excellence in postsecondary education through develop

ment of criteria and guidelines for assessing educational effectiveness: 

New England, Middle States, North Central, Northwest. 

• Encourage institutional improvement through self-study and 

evaluation: New England, Middle States, Southern, North Central, North-

west. 

• Assure that an institution has clear and appropriate educa

tional objectives, has established conditions under which the objectives 

can be met, is accomplishing them substantially, and can be expected to 

continue to do so: New England, Middle States, North Central, Northwest. 

• Provide counsel and assistance: New England, Middle States, 

North Central, Northwest. 

• Protect the institution against encroachments: Middle States, 

North Central, Northwest. 
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• Improve educational effectiveness of the institution: South-

ern. 

• Measure an institution's acceptability by peers: Middle 

States, Southern. 

A review of the policy statements indicates that Middle States, 

North. Gemtral, and Northwest have common terminology, whereas New Eng

land and Southern have terminology distinctive to their regions. Never

theless, all are directed to the improvement of higher education. 

Research Question 2: What are the purposes and functions of the 

onsite visit within regional accreditation of baccalaureate-granting in

stitutions as specified by the policy and procedure statements of the re

spective regional commissions? The ultimate purpose of the onsite visit 

in each of the regions is to make a professional judgment regarding the 

accreditation of the institution and to make a recommendation to the 

commission. The functions of the team in the process of making this 

judgment are as follow: 

• Provide consultation: New England, Middle States, Southern, 

North Central, Northwest. 

• Determine whether the institution is meeting its objectives: 

New England, Middle States, North Central, Northwest. This function ap

pears to be implicit in Southern Association policy statements. 

• Determine educational quality: Middle States, Southern, North 

Central, Northwest. 

• Assess strengths and weaknesses: New England, Middle States, 

North Central, Northwest. 



• Obtain evidence: New England, Middle States, North Central, 

Northwest. 
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• Validate the self-study: New England, Middle States, Southern. 

Appears to be implicit in North Central Statements. 

• Determine whether the institution has clear and appropriate 

objectives: New England, Middle States, North Central. 

• Determine whether regional criteria are met: New England, 

Middle States, Southern, North Central. 

• Perform an educational audit: New England, Middle States, 

North Central. 

Each of the regions has its own emphases with respect to the 

function of the evaluation team. No priority rankings of functions are 

evident, however, from a review of the regional policy statements. 

There was no within-region consistency regarding purposes of the onsite 

visit among the several policy manuals of the respective regional com-

missions. 

The Survey of Evaluators 

The results of the survey of evaluation team members are present

ed in five major sections. The first section describes the characteris

tics of the team members and chairpersons. The second section contains 

the evaluators' perceptions of the purpose and function of the onsite 

visit as well as the perceived strengths and weaknesses of these visits. 

In the third section, the onsite visit itself is described in terms of 

preparations for the visit, onsite evaluation activities, and evaluation 

of team members' performance. The fourth section focuses briefly on the 



perceptions of chairpersons regarding their role in the onsite visit. 

The final section discusses the findings in terms of the study's re

search questions. 
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The survey findings are based on respondents' self-reported per

ceptions and recollections., Hhere appropriate, these findings are com

pared with policy and procedure statements of the respective regional 

commissions. The findings are presented in descriptive cross tabulations 

which show regional variations, Chi-square probability statistics re

garding the regional variations, and, in some instances, standard error 

measures of the response percentages. 

Respondent Characteristics 

The characteristics of evaluators were included in the study for 

two reasons. First, to determine the extent to which regional accredi

tation is a peer review process, the characteristics of the evaluators 

and their home institutions were compared with national data regarding 

faculty and staff for baccalaureate-granting institutions and with the 

characteristics of the institutions peing evaluated. Second, the char

acteristics of the evaluators reflect regional commission preferences 

in the management and implementation of the onsite visit portion of the 

accreditation process. For example, a commission may have a preference 

for more experienced evaluators or for a broad representation among dis

ciplines. 

As noted earlier, the survey of evaluators was intended to pro

duce regional estimates rather than national estimates. Accordingly, 

the following data reflect characteristics of the visitation teams for 
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baccalaureate-granting institutions within the respective regional com-

missions. Caution should be exercised in making any national estimates. 

Also, the findings cannot be extended to other types of evaluation teams 

such as those for two-year or vocational institutions. 

Overall, the teams of the five regions sampled had a 75.5 per-

cent male and 24.5 percent female team membership. As Table 4 indicates, 

the New England region had a higher representation of women (36 percent) 

and the Northwest region tended to have more men (87 percent). ~1idd1e 

States data indicate that the trend identified by Kells (1978) toward 

greater female representation has continued in that region. 

Table 4. Team Composition by Gender 

NE MS SO NC NW Total 

N=58 N=58 N=55 N=63 N=52 N=286 

% % % % % % 

Male 63.8 72.4 76.4 79.4 86.5 75.5 

Female 36.2 27.6 23.6 20.6 13.5 24.5 

Standard 
error (S.E.) .06 .06 .06 .05 .05 .03 

2 
Chi-square (X ) probability = .0731 

Whites accounted for 94.1 percent of the regional teams. Blacks 

were found on teams in four of five regions; llispanics, in two of the 

regions. No Asian Americans or American Indians were represented on the 

teams sampled. It should be noted that the full minority representation 

on these teams may be clouded by sample nonresponse. Although an 
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analysis of the nonresponse by racial/ethnic characteristics was not 

possible, some of the nonresponse occurred in teams which visited his-

torica11y Black or Hispanic institutions. Thus, some underrepresentation 

of minorities in the study sample was possible. Table 5 summarizes the 

racial/ethnic composition of the evaluation teams. 

Table 5. Team Composition by Racial/Ethnic Characteristics 

Race/Ethnic 
Identification NE r·fS so NC NW Total 

N=57 N=57 N=50 N=59 N=49 N=272 

% % % % % % 

Asian American 0 0 0 0 0 0 

American Indian 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Black 0 10.5 10.0 1.7 1.9 4.8 

Hispanic 0 .5 0 1.7 0 1.1 

White 100 85.9 90.0 96.6 98.1 94.1 

S.E. 0 .05 .04 .02 .02 .01 

X
2 

probability .0271 

With respect to the age of the team members, none of the regions 

had team members under age 30 or over age 70. Otherwise, age representa-

tion was normally distributed, with 70 percent of the evaluators being 

between 40 and 60 years of age. As Table 6 indicates, New England and 

Southern tend to have the youngest group of evaluators; Middle States, 

North Central, and Northwest, older evaluators. 
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Table 6. Team Composition by Age 

Age Group NE MS SO NC NW Total 

N=S7 N=S7 N=S4 N=62 N=SO N=280 

% % % % % % 

21-30 0 0 0 0 0 0 

31-40 28.1 17 .S 2S.9 11. 3 6.1 17.9 

4l-S0 43.9 38.6 38.9 29.0 28.6 3S.8 

Sl-60 28.1 26.3 27.8 48.4 40.8 34.4 

61-70 0 17 .S 7.4 11. 3 24.S 11. 8 

71- 0 0 0 0 0 0 

X2 probability = .0004 

Role group representation on the evaluation teams was, in gener

al, evenly distributed across five major role groups. It should be no

ted, however, that 69.8 percent of evaluators were in managerial posi

tions, i.e., had administrative responsibility for departments or groups 

of departments (Table 7). Deans constituted 23.1 percent of the sample; 

faculty/staff members, 22.4 percent; vice presidents, 20.3 percent; de

partment heads, 13.6 percent; presidents, 11.S percent; and others, 7.8 

percent. Regionally, Middle States used more faculty/staff and New Eng

land and Northwest used more deans than the across-region average. 

The characteristics of the home institutions of the evaluators 

are described in Table 8. Regional data on characteristics of the eval

uators' home institutions, and a com~arison of the characteristics of 

evaluators' home institutions with those of institutions visited will be 

reviewed in a later section. 



Table 7. Team Composition by Work Roles at Home Institutions 

Work Roles NE MS SO NC 

N=S8 N=S8 N=S5 N=63 

% % % % 

Faculty/staff 15.5 31.0 18.2 25.4 

Department Head 13.8 8.6 18.2 12.7 

Dean 29.3 12.1 21.8 22.2 

Vice President 20.7 27.6 20.6 22.2 

President 5.2 12.1 10.9 14.3 

Vice Provost 1.7 0 0 1.6 

Provost 0 1.7 1.8 0 

Other l3.8 6.9 9.1 1.6 

X
2 

probability .3204 

NW 

N=S2 

% 

21.2 

12.7 

30.8 

9.6 

15.7 

0 

0 

7.7 

Total 

N=286 

% 

22.4 

13.6 

23.1 

20.3 

1l.S 

.7 

.7 

7.8 

-...J 
00 



Table 8. Characteristics of Evaluators' Home Institutions 

Characteristics 

Control (N=278) 

Public 

Private 

Level (N=277) 

Associate 

Baccalaureate 

Masters 

Doctorate 

Size (N=272) 

o - 1000 

1001 - 5000 

5001 - 10000 

10001 -

Other Than Educational 
Institutions 

State Agency 

Retired 

National Association 

Public Schools 

Consortium 

Percent 

47.5 

52.5 

4.3 

20.9 

35.6 

39.2 

10.3 

39.9 

21.6 

28.2 

(N) 

3 

2 

1 

1 

1 

Standard Error 

.03 

.03 

.01 

.02 

.03 

.03 

.02 

.03 

.03 

.03 

79 
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Experience on evaluation teams appears to vary greatly among re

gions. In New England, which had the youngest group of evaluators and a 

greater percentage of women, 58.6 percent of the evaluators had made 

three visits or fewer. By contrast, only 25.4 percent of North Central 

evaluators made three or fewer visits and 41.3 percent had made more 

than twelve visits. Northwest reflected the most balance across exper

ience levels. Table 9 summarizes these data. 

Table 9. Evaluation Team Experience 

Number of Visits NE MS SO NC NW Total 

N=58 N=58 N=54 N=63 N=52 N=285 

% % % % % % 

1-3 58.6 41.4 40.7 25.4 26.9 38.6 

4-6 25.9 31.0 18.5 11.1 26.9 22.5 

7-9 6.9 13.8 16.7 12.7 7.7 11.6 

10-12 1.7 1.7 11.1 9.5 11.5 7.0 

More than 12 6.9 12.1 13.0 41. 3 26.9 20.4 

x2 probability = beyond .0000 

These data indicate that the regional associations tend to rotate 

membership on teams frequently, continually inviting new participants in 

the accreditation process. In North Central, this tendency is less pro

nounced; over half of its evaluators have made ten or more visits. With 

respect to general characteristics of evaluation team members, there are 

strong differences among regions. However, the data in this study sup

port the continuation of the trend identified by Kells (1978) that Middle 
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States teams are characterized by 1) younger evaluators, 2) more minor

ities, 3) more females, and 4) more turnover among evaluators. 

Characteristics of those persons who indicated that they had 

served as chairpersons of evaluation teams were also examined. A sum

mary of these characteristics is contained in Table 10. The reader is 

cautioned that the small numbers of chairpersons from some regions render 

some percentages less reliable. 

As would be expected, the reg~ona1 associations retain the most 

experienced evaluators as chairpersons. Fifty-two percent of the chair

persons had made over twelve accreditation visits. The modal age of the 

typical chairperson is over fifty, compared with under fifty for other 

team members. The home institution and home work-roles of chairpersons 

are remarkably similar to those of other evaluation team members--with 

one exception: presidents constitute 25 percent of the chairpersons, 

compared with eleven percent of evaluation team membership. With the 

exception of the New England region, women do not appear to be selected 

as chairpersons in the same proportion as they are selected to serve as 

evaluation team members. Small sample sizes in most regions, however, 

render generalizations regarding chairpersons hazardous. 

Less than 20 percent of evaluators in New England, Middle States, 

and Southern have served as chairpersons, whereas 46 percent of North 

Central evaluators and 33.3 percent of Northwest evaluators have chaired 

teams. This same trend toward the use of more experienced evaluators is 

reflected in Table 11, Experience as Team Chairperson. 
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Table 10. Characteristics of Evaluation Team Chairpersons 

Characteristics NE MS SO NC NW Total 

N-10 N"11 Na 9 N"29 N=17 N-76 

% % % % % % 

Gender 

Male 60.0 90.9 88.9 89.7 94.1 86.8 

Female 40.0 9.1 11.1 10.3 5.9 13.2 

Age 

31-40 11.1 0 0 0 0 1.4 

41-50 33.3 45.5 37.5 27.6 17.6 29.7 

51-60 55.6 27.3 62.5 55.2 64.7 54.1 

61-70 0 27.3 0 17.2 17.6 14.9 

Home Institution 

Public 66.7 45.5 55.6 41.4 60.0 50.7 

Private 33.3 54.5 44.4 58.6 40.0 49.3 

Associate 0 9.1 0 0 13.3 4.1 

Bacca1uareate 11.1 9.1 11.1 41.4 6.7 21. 9 

Masters 44.4 45.5 44.4 10.3 46.7 31.5 

Doctorate 44.4 36.4 44.4 18.3 33.3 42.5 

0-1000 11.1 18.2 12.5 6.9 14.3 11.3 

1001-5000 22.2 45.5 25.0 44.8 35.7 3'3.0 

5001-10000 22.2 0 25.0 10.3 35.7 16.9 

10000- 44.4 36.4 37.5 37.9 14.3 33.8 

Evaluation Team Experience 

1-3 visits 0 0 0 0 11.8 2.7 

4-6 visits 20.0 27.3 12.5 6.9 29.4 29.4 

7-9 visits 40.0 36.4 37.5 17.2 0 21.3 

10-12 visits 10.0 9.1 0 3.4 11. 8 6.7 

Over 12 visits 30.0 27.3 50.0 72.4 47.1 52.0 

Work Role 

Faculty/Staff 0 18.2 22.2 34.5 11.8 21.1 

Department Head 10.0 0 11.1 3.4 11.8 6.6 

Dean 40.0 9.1 11.1 24.1 29.4 23.7 

Vice Presj.dent 20.0 27.3 22.2 20.7 11. 8 19.7 

President 10.0 45.5 33.3 17.2 29.4 25.0 

Other 20.0 0 0 0 5.9 3.9 
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Table 11. Experience as Team Chairperson 

Number of Times NE MS SO NC NW Total 
Served As 

N=lO N=ll N=9 N=29 N=17 N=76 Chairperson 
% a, % % % % 10 

1-3 70.0 63.6 66.7 34.7 58.8 52.6 

4-6 10.0 27.3 11.1 20.7 17.6 18.4 

7-9 20.0 0 11.1 6.9 0 6.6 

10-12 0 9.1 0 17.2 5.9 9.2 

More than 12 0 0 11.1 20.7 17.6 13.2 

X2 probability = .3567 

Perceptions of the Onsite Visit 

Because evaluators' perceptions of the onsite process tend to in-

fluence the way in which they carry out their responsibilities, evalua-

tors were queried about several dimensions of the onsite visit. Evalua-

tors were asked to identify 1) the purposes of the onsite visit, 2) their 

primary function as eva1ution team members, 3) sources of procedures for 

the visits, 4) the strengths, and 5) the weaknesses in the way site 

visits are carried out. 

Regional policy and procedure statements for accreditation visits 

suggest several functions for the evaluation teams, including program 

review, determining educational quality, evaluating effectiveness, veri-

fying the self-study, and determining whether the institution meets re-

gional standards or criteria. Table 12 displays evaluator responses to 

the question: which function best describes their role on an evaluation 



Table 12. Perceived Role as Evaluation Team Member 

Role/Function NE MS SO NC NW Total 
N=58 N=58 N=55 N=63 N=52 N=286 

% S.E. % S.E. % S.E. % S.E. % S.E. % S.E. 

Educational Consultant- 5.2 .03 5.2 .03 5.5 .03 6.3 .. 03 5.9 .03 5.6 .01 
to provide program/ 
management review and 
feedback 

Educational Evaluator- 72.4 .06 79.3 .05 32.7 .06 61.9 .06 78.4 .06 65.0 .03 
to determine effective-
ness in meeting insti-
tutional objectives 

Educational Auditor- 13.8 .05 8.6 .04 12.7 .04 11.1 .04 3.9 .03 10.1 .02 
to verify the infor-
mation in the self-
study 

Educational Investiga- 6.9 .03 1.7 .02 43.6 .07 15.9 .05 11.8 .05 15.7 .02 
tor-to determine whet.h-
er the institution 
is in compliance with 
standards 

Other 1.7 .02 5.2 .03 5.5 .03 4.8 .03 0 0 3.5 .01 

X2 probability beyond .0000 

00 
.c--
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team. A clear majority (65 percent) saw their role as evaluators whose 

function was to determine the institution's program and managerial effec-

tiveness in meeting its objectives. Eighty-eight percent of the chair-

persons identified with the role of evaluator. The major regional vari-

ation to this response was in the Southern Association where 43.6 per-

cent perceived their chief function to be to determine the institution's 

compliance with commission standards. 

To further probe perceptions regarding the purpose of the onsite 

visit, respondents were asked to rate some functions cited in regional 

commission guidelines as 1) an important purpose of the onsite visit, 

2) an acceptable purpose, or 3) not a purpose. Responses to this ques-

tion are listed in Table 13. 

Table 13. Perceived Purposes of the Onsite Visit 

Variable 

To determine whether the objec
tives are clear and appropriate 
(N=284) 

To determine whether commission 
criteria are met (N=283) 

To verify (validate) the self
study (N=283) 

To determine institutional 
integrity (N=277) 

To determine educational. 
quality (N= 283) 

To provide consultation/ 
technical assistance (N=283) 

Important 
Purpose 

% 

84.6 

82.0 

64.3 

62.1 

59.4 

19.4 

Acceptable 
Purpose 

% 

11.9 

12.4 

32.9 

31.8 

35.7 

39.9 

Not a 
Purpose 

% 

3.5 

5.7 

2.8 

6.1 

4.9 

40.6 
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The highest percentages of evaluators identified "determining 

whether the institution has clear and appropriate objectives" (84.6 per

cent) and "determining whether commission criteria were being met" (82 

percent) as important purposes. The only function rated as "not a pur

pose" by a large percentage of evaluators (40.6 percent) was the consul

tation and technical assistance function--a surprising percentage in that 

the guidelines of all the commissions specifically included consultation 

as among the purposes of the onsite visit. At the same time, it should 

be noted that for 59.4 percent of the evaluators, consultation is seen 

as a legitimate purpose. 

Table 14 depicts regional differences in the perceptions of 

those purposes deemed to be important by the evaluators. None of the 

regions appears to typify the "national pattern" of responses, i. e., 

each region has established its own priorities. 

These data indicate that Southern and North Central evaluators 

tend to be almost unanimous in rating the commission-criteria function 

as important; Middle States evaluators have less of a consensus regard

ing that function. For Middle States evaluators, whose commission guide

lines emphasize evaluating institutional effectiveness in terms of the 

institution's own objectives, the determination of clear and appropriate 

objectives appears to be a consensus priority. Similarly, Middle States 

evaluators have less of a consensus regarding verification of the self

study. In looking at those functions rated "not a purpose," it appears 

that the North Central evaluators were most accepting of consultation as 

only 28.6 percent did not consider it a legitimate function. Northwest 



Table 14. Purposes of the Onsite Visit Perceived as "Important" 

Purpose Percent "Yes" 

NE HS SO NC 

N=58 N=58 N=54 N=63 

To determine whether the 
institution's objectives 
are clear and appropriate 79.3 91.4 77 .8 90.5 

To determine whether the 
commission criteria are 
being met 74.1 64.3 94.4 95.2 

To verify (validate) the 
institutional self-study 67.2 46.4 68.5 68.3 

To determine institutional 
integrity 69.0 67.3 45.3 66.1 

To determine educational 
quality 57.9 70.7 47.2 52.4 

To provide consu1tation/ 
technical assistance 15.5 19.3 13.2 30.2 

. 

NW Total 

N=52 N=285 

82.7 84.6 

80.8 82.0 

71.2 64.3 

61.2 62.1 

69.2 59.4 

17.6 19.4 

X2 

.04 

.00 

.13 

.07 

.12 

.28 

co ..... 
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evaluators, on the other hand, whose guidelines are among the most ex

plicit in support of consultation, had least tolerance for consultation, 

with 51 percent rejecting it. 

Further insights into the function of the evaluation teams were 

derived from asking evaluators what sources most influenced the proced

ures they used on site. Table 15 summarizes the findings from this 

question by citing the sources listed as "most important" and "least 

important" by regional evaluators. 

The major determinants of procedures used by team members are 

those decided jOintly by the team and those specified by the commissions. 

Team-developed procedures and self-developed procedures suited to the 

institution are both likely to consider individual differences, and a 

majority of all evaluators put a premium on this consideration. Region

al variations in sources of procedures include a preference of one-third 

of the Middle States and Northwest evaluators for self-developed pro

cedures. One-fourth of Middles States evaluators prefer to adapt pro

cedures to the specific institution. Southern evaluators are most con

scious of the importance of commission procedures and North Central eval

uators tend to rely on team-developed procedures. Northwest team members 

exhibit more individualistic, inner-directed preferences than other eval

uators. 

In an open-ended question, evaluators were asked to identify the 

"primary value" of the onsite visit. One-half of the team members iden

tified evaluation-related activities, such as obtaining experiential 

data, elaborating on the self-study, and providing peer evaluation. In 

contrast to an earlier question where only ten percent listed 



Table 15. Determinants of Procedures Used On Site 

NE MS SO NC NW Total 
Determinants 

% % % % % % 

a 
Most Im:eortant 

Procedures determined 
by the team (N=284) 46.6 37.5 40.0 68.3 26.9 44.7 

Procedures specified 
by the Commission 
(N=284) 45.6 38.6 60.0 27.0 48.1 43.3 

Self-developed 
procedures, suited 
to the institution 
(N=282) 8.9 26.3 10.9 9.7 21. 2 15.2 

Self-developed 
procedures routine-
ly used (N=278) 5.3 5.4 3.7 1.7 11. 8 5.4 

Least Im:eortant a 

Procedures determined 
by the team (N=284) 5.2 7.1 7.3 1.6 11. 8 6.3 

Procedures specified 
by the Commission 
(N=284) 10.5 19.3 9.1 12.7 9.6 12.3 

Self-developed 
procedures, suited 
to the institution 
(N=282) 14.3 7.0 14.5 9.7 15.4 12.1 

Self-developed 
procedures routine-
ly used (N=278) 71. 9 62.5 68.5 76.7 62.7 68.7 

a. Some respondents rated more than one source as a 1. Thus, 
column totals equal more than 100 percent. 

89 

X2 

.00 

.04 

.30 

.24 

.00 

.04 

.30 

.24 



verification of the self-study as a primary function of the onsite 

visit, 24.6 percent listed the self-study verification as the primary 

value of the visits. Similarly, the consultation function, which ear

lier was listed as a major function by only 5.6 percent of the evalu

ators, on an open-ended basis was identified as the primary value by 
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14 percent of the respondents (see "feedback" and "assistance"). Table 

16 summarizes these responses. 

After identifying the primary value of the onsite visit, evalu

ators were asked to list the general weaknesses, if any, in the way 

visits were carried out. This question attempted to reveal not only 

perceived procedural weaknesses, but also to obtain additional insight 

into important purposes of the visit that were not being fufilled. 

Table 17 depicts the list of weaknesses together with the percentage of 

respondents identifying the respective weaknesses. Percentages and rank 

order are specified for those weaknesses mentioned first, second, and 

third in response to the open-ended question. 

The issue of time was the first mentioned weakness of 54 percent, 

of those responding to this question. By comparison, Prosser (1975) 

found that 25 percent of North Central evaluators listed lack of time on 

site as a problem. Of this group of 130 respondents, 30.3 percent 

identified general time constraints. For 11.6 percent, there was not 

sufficient time for a comprehensive visit; for 7.5 percent, time con

straints jeopardized the accuracy of the team's report. Almost five 

percent cited time management as the major problem. Of the 18 weaknesses 

cited, ten appear to be controllable by the commissions (e.g., team 
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Table 16. Primary Value of the Onsite Visit 

NE MS SO NC NW Total 

Primary Value N=55 N=53 N=48 N=59 N=49 N=264 

% % % % % % 

To verify the self-
study 29.1 22.6 12.5 32.2 24.5 24.6 

To obtain first hand, 
experiential data 18.2 18.9 12.5 13.6 12.2 15.2 

To perform an outside, 
peer evaluation 12.7 11. 3 18.8 5.1 22.4 13.6 

To provide feedback 
to the institution 9.1 9.4 10.4 8.5 6.1 8.7 

To elaborate on the 
self-study 7.3 0 14.6 5.1 8.2 6.8 

An incentive to the 
institution 3.6 13.2 4.2 8.5 4.1 6.1 

To provide assistance 
to the institution 1.8 3.8 6.3 6.8 8.2 5.3 

To determine whether 
commission standards 
are met 1.8 0 14.6 10.2 0 5.3 

To determine congruence 
of the self-study, doc-
uments, and interviews 9.1 5.7 0 0 6.1 4.2 

To determine educa-
tional quality 1.8 3.8 6.3 6.8 0 3.8 

To determine whether 
the institution is 
meeting its goals 3.8 1.9 0 3.4 0 1.9 

Other 1.8 9.4 0 0 4.1 3.0 

X2 probability = .0039 



Table 17. loJeaknesses in the Hay Site Visits Are Carried Out 

Order of Mention 

Weakness 1st (N-24l) 2nd (N-B3) 3rd (N=26) 

% Rank % Rank % Rank 

Time-general 

Time-comprehensiveness 

No weakness 

Time-accuracy of judgment 

Team compositiona 

Subjectivity of evaluators 

Preparation/training 

Time management 

Lack of evidence 

Imbalance in emphasis 

Too dependent on chair 

Other 

Lack of commonality 

Hospitali ty /"con"b 

Lack of leadership 

Regional guidelines 

Imposition of evaluators' ideas 

Institution disappointedC 

Irrelevant to accreditation 

30.3 

11.6 

11.2 

7.5 

6.6 

5.4 

5.0 

4.6 

3.7 

2.5 

2.1 

2.1 

1.7 

1.2 

1.2 

.B 

.4 

.4 

.4 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

B 

9 

10 

11a 

11b 

13 

l4a 

l4b 

16 

l7a 

l7b 

l7c 

9.6 

3.6 

6.0 

3.6 

3.6 

3.6 

B.4 

6.0 

6.0 

B.4 

6.0 

9.6 

B.4 

3.6 

3.6 

3.6 

1.2 

3.6 

1.2 

la 

lOa 

6a 

lab 

10c 

lad 

3a 

6b 

6c 

3b 

6d 

lb 

3c 

10e 

10f 

109 

lBa 

10h 

IBb 

3.B 8a 

11.5 4a 

11.5 4b 

15.4 la 

3.8 Bb 

7.7 6a 

15.4 Ib 

3.B Bc 

7.7 6b 

15.4 lc 

3.B 8d 

a. In only three instances did respondents criticize the basic competence of 
fellow team members. Most responses in this category referred to the mix of disciplines 
and expertise on the team. 

b. Attempts by the institution to co-opt, sway, or curry favor with the team. 
c. Institution's faculty/staff expected more individualized attention than 

they received. 

92 
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composition, preparation/training, team leadership, time management); 

eight are more related to the nature of the visit itself or economic 

considerations (e.g., shortage of time in general, attempts by the in

stitution to "co-opt" the team, and not giving attention to each of the 

staff and departments of an institution). Weaknesses cited were evenly 

distributed across all regions, with the exception of team composition, 

which was cited by 15.6 percent of Southern evaluators compared with 

five percent among other regions. 

Only rarely was the issue of evaluator competence cited as a 

weakness. On the contrary, many respondents pointed to the experience 

and expertise of their fellow team members as the outstanding strength 

of the accrediting team visit (see Respondent Comments, Appendix D). 

This agrees with Prosser's (1975) finding that the knowledge and back

ground of team members constituted the greatest strength of the visit 

(p. 111). 

It shonld be noted that 44 evaluators (Le., 15 percent of all 

respondents) did not respond to this question--possibly as a general 

pattern of not answering open-ended questions, or because they had not 

identified weaknesses in the onsite visits, or out of loyalty to their 

respective commissions. Over eleven per~ent specifically stated that 

they perceived no weaknesses in the way visits were carried out. In 

the North Central region, 19.2 percent said they saw no weaknesses. 

Reported Activities Pursuant to the Onsite Visit 

Because no studies have heretofore reported empirical data on 

the actual onsite functions of accreditation teams in light of the 
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prescribed purposes and procedures of accreditation, these data were 

considered to be important for assessing the performanc~ of regional 

accreditation teams. This section reports data on three major aspects 

of the onsite visit: 1) preparation activities, including team selec

tion, training and guidance, and study of the previsit materials; 2) 

onsite activities, including time-allocation to specific functions, 

procedures used to verify or validate information, and major indicators 

of quality or performance; and 3) evaluation of team members' perform

ance. 

Preparation Activities 

Selection of Team Members. Each regional commission maintains 

rosters of evaluators obtained by nominations from member institutions 

and from evaluation team members. All commissions continually update 

their rosters. The Middle States Commission, for example, follows a 

systematic, semi-annual update procedure by surveying member institu

tions for additions, deletions, and reaffirmations of their nominations. 

Institutions being evaluated are generally given the opportunity to 

comment on or reject individuals nominated for membership on the team 

to visit its institution. 

Because regional accreditation is described as a peer review 

process, this study attempted to determine the representativeness of the 

accreditation teams relative to the institutions visited. Table 18 con

tains a comparison of the characteristics of faculty and staff at bacca

laureate-granting institutions visited with those of the evaluators' 

home institutions. 



Table 18. Characteristics of Evaluators' Home Institutions Compared with 
Characteristics of the Institutions Visited 

Evaluators' Home Institutions Institutions Visited 

Institutions NE MS SO NC NW Total NE 11S SO NC NW 
% % % % % % % % % % % 

Control (N=278) (N=286) 

Public 42.6 36.8 55.6 38.1 68.0 47.5 44.8 39.7 43.6 30.2 51.9 

Private 57.4 63.2 44.4 61.9 32.0 'j2.5 55.2 60.3 56.4 69.8 48.1 

Level (N=278) (N=286) 

Associate 1.9 7.0 3.7 0 10.0 4.3 NA NA NA NA NA 

Baccalaureate 22.2 14.0 18.5 39.7 6.0 20.9 44.8 34.5 50.9 58.7 25.0 
Masters 51.9 28.1 40.7 23.8 36.0 35.6 48.3 24.1 18.2 23.8 42.3 
Doctorate 24.1 50.9 37.0 36.5 48.0 39.2 6.9 41.4 30.9 17.5 32.7 

Size (N=273) (N=286) 

1000 14.8 8.8 7.8 9.7 10.2 10.3 20.7 22.4 0 39.7 36.5 

1001-5000 42.6 35.1 43.1 46.8 30.6 39.9 63.8 39.7 69.1 27.0 38.5 

5001-10000 27.8 14.0 25.5 11.3 32.7 21.6 10.3 15.5 0 14.3 5.8 

10001 14.8 42.1 23.5 32.3 26.5 28.2 5.2 22.4 30.9 19.0 19.6 

Total 
% 

41.6 

58.4 

NA 

43.4 

31.1 

25.5 

24.1 

47.2 

9.4 

19.3 

\0 
VI 
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Because of the way in which the sample of evaluators was select

ed for this study (i.e., by teams), the numbers of institutions includ

ed in the sample was generally too small to generate precision in re

gional estimates. Nevertheless, several overall trends in the selection 

of team members are evident on a cross-region basis. With respect to 

institutional control, proportionately more public-institution educators 

are used on teams than those from private schools. Also, there is a 

general tendency to draw evaluators more heavily from masters- and 

doctoral-granting institutions and from larger institutions rather than 

from baccalaureate-level and small institutions. This finding is simi

lar to that of Kells in Middle States (1978, p. 189). 

Although demographic characteristics of staff in institutions 

visited were not included in the study data, a comparison was made of 

the demographics of visiting team members with nationwide data availa

ble on faculty/administrator characteristics in baccaulareate-granting 

institutions. Table 19 conveys the comparative data for the gender 

characteristics. Comparative data on race and ethnicity were not avail

able for senior colleges and universities. 

While it might be argued that gender and racial/ethnic repre

sentation of the evaluation teams ought to reflect the gender and ra

cial/ethnic composition of the student bodies of the campuses visited, 

the generally accepted meaning of peer review is that there is a match 

between the evaluators and the professionals employed by the visited 

institutions along characteristics cited in Tables 18 and 19. 



Table 19. Evaluation Team Characteristics Compared with Higher Educa
tion Staff Characteristics Obtained from National Data 
Sources 

Gender Regional Teams National Datal 

NE }1S SO NC ml Total 

% % % % % % % 

Male 63.8 72.4 76.4 79.4 86.5 75.5 77.2 

Female 36.2 27.6 23.6 20.6 13.5 24.5 22.8 

1. Calculated from the number of full-time instructional fac
ulty for universities and other four-year institutions for academic 
year 1978-79 in the Condition of Education, Statistical Report, 1980 
Edition (National Center for Educational Statistics 1980, p. 122). 
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Data regarding minority composition of faculty and administra
tion of senior colleges and universities were sought from several fed
eral sources. The data available from the Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission (1981), which are not disaggregated by four-year institu
tions, indicate that, nationwide, ten percent of faculty and admini
strators in institutions of higher education are minorities. Approxi
mately six percent of the evaluators responding to this survey were 
minority group members. 

As noted earlier in this chapter (see Table 7), faculty/staff 

role group representation appeared evenly distributed across the five 

role groups listed (faculty/staff, department head, dean, vice pres i-

dent, president). However, nineteen respondents (6.6 percent) identi-

fied problems in team composition, with respect to experience, eva1ua-

tive capacity, or the team's ability to cover areas of academic specia1-

ization. 

Evaluation team members are assigned specific administrative or 

program areas of responsibility in reading the self-study and in making 

the onsite visit. To assess the representation of major skill areas on 
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teams, evaluators were asked to indicate which area of specialization 

they felt most qualified to evaluate. Table 20 contains the se1f-

reported primary specializations of the responding evaluators. 

Table 20. Evaluators' Major Areas of Specialization 

Specialization N % Frequency a 
By Average Team Size 

Goals and Objectives 4 1.6 .11 

Governance/Administration 48 19.0 1.26 

Instructional Staff 20 7.9 .53 

Educational Program 116 45.8 3.05 

Students/Student Services 25 9.9 .65 

Library/Learning Resources 11 4.3 .29 

Facilities/Equipment 4 1.6 .11 

Finance and Budget 19 7.5 .50 

Other 6 2.4 .16 

Total 253 100 6.68 b 

a. Calculated by dividing the number of teams in the sample 
(adjusted for nonresponse) by the number of evaluators in each specialty. 

b. Average number of evaluators on a team. 

Two important observations must be made regarding the data in 

Table 20. First, each evaluator usually possesses expertise in more 

than one area--which is not reflected in these data. Thus, the percent-

ages may not represent total coverage in the topic areas, only in the 

evaluators' self-reported major areas of expertise. Second, the 
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frequency index in column three does not typify the tendency of anyone 

region, but of a "mythical regional association," abstracted from the 

five regions in the study sample. Obviously, regions with larger teams 

can offer more specialized expertise. The limitations of these data 

notwithstanding, the objections of some evaluators to team composition 

or emphases can be viewed in light of the general team staffing tenden-

cies reflected in Table 20. Some evaluators contend that too much at-

tention is given to administration at the expense of academic areas; 

others felt that student personnel services were not given proper atten-

tion in regional standards or in the selection of team members. 

Training and Guidance. Evaluators were asked if the commissions 

had provided them with training prior to making an accrediting visit. 

Table 21 indicates the reported frequency of training as well as the 

types of training offered by the respective regions. 

Table 21. Frequency and Types of Training For Evaluators 

Frequency NE MS SO NC NW Total X2 

and N=58 N=58 N=54 N=63 N=52 N=285 
Types of 
Training % % % % % % 

Attended Training 94.8 77.6 44.4 79.4 71. 2 74.0 .00 

S.E. .03 .06 .07 .05 .06 .03 

Types of Training 

Formal Training 74.5 57.8 25.0 44.0 57.9 55.2 .00 

Brief previsit 
Training 21.8 15.6 33.3 14.0 52.6 25.5 .00 

Written Material 81.8 80.8 83.3 74.0 84.2 80.2 .77 

Other 5.5 4.4 0 8.0 2.6 4.7 .38 
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Data on the use of training by regional commissions appear to 

be related, in part, to the age and turnover of evaluators. New Eng-

land, which has the youngest group of evaluators and the greatest turn-

over, evinces the greatest use of training. In the Southern Associa-

tion~ however, less than half of the evaluators report having received 

training. Many evaluators, including those of Southern, consider the 

written materials provided in advance of the visit as a form of train-

ing. One evaluator found this type of orientation inadequate. 

This was my first visit and I greatly appreciated the op
portunity. It was a pleasure to work with such a team. Al
though I read all the information carefully which was sent 
to me, an orientation of some sort, even by mail, would have 
been helpful. For example, 1) anticipated agenda; 2) tech
niques for data analysis generally used, key areas, report 
writing, how to handle consulting needs/requests, inter
relationships of the various standards and the team memberR 

Another evaluator commented "I believe team members could Ube additional 

training in how to elicit information through interview and observation." 

A third evaluator wanted more training in group process so that the eval-

uators could function as a team. 

Some associations (e.g., North Central) utilize an on-the-job 

training option in which evaluation associates accompany the visit team 

and participate in the meetings, but do not have a voice in the team's 

recommendations or reports. Some evaluators commented that while their 

commission currently provides training to all new evaluators, persons 

with extensive accrediting team experience are not required to attend 

training. Others noted that in lieu of formal training, guidance by the 

team chairperson was very helpful. 
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In response to the question whether the commission provided 

adequate guidance regarding onsite procedures expected of team members, 

96 percent answered affirmatively. There were no regional variations 

to this overwhelmingly positive response. With regard to instructions 

on the content of the site visit reports, 92.6 percent felt the guid-

ance was adequate. In New England, eleven percent said that they could 

use more guidance regarding the report contents. 

Previsit Study. Before arriving at the institution to be eval-

uated, the typical evaluator spends 7-8 hours in preparation by reading 

the institutional self-study and other relevant materials such as cata-

logs and special studies. Thirty-seven percent of all evaluators spend 

more than eight hours in preparation. Members of Southern Association 

teams, which are larger in size than those of other regions and, there-

fore, more specialized, devoted approximately 5-6 hours in preparation. 

Table 22 summarizes the data on previsit preparation time. 

Table 22. Time Spent in Previsit Preparation 

NE tiS SO NC NW Total 

Time Spent N=57 N=58 N=55 N=63 N=52 N=285 
Of % % % % % /0 

No time 0 0 1.8 0 0 .4 

1-2 hours 0 1.7 5.5 1.6 1.9 2.1 

3-4 hours 15.8 15.5 25.5 19.0 25.0 20.0 

5-6 hours 22.8 20.7 21.8 27.0 26.9 23.9 

7-8 hours 17.5 19.0 20.0 20.6 3.8 16.5 

Hore than 8 hours 43.9 43.1 25.5 31. 7 42.3 37.2 
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With respect to the self-study, 59.9 percent of the evaluators 

"read thoroughly the entire study," while 31.9 percent "skimmed the 

whole study but gave special attention to the area of responsibility" 

assigned to them. Southern Association evaluators, who serve on larger, 

more specialized teams, tended to be more focused and selective in their 

reading of the self-study (Table 23). 

Table 23. Evaluators' Reading of the Self-Study 

NE MS SO NC NW Total 

Type of Reading N=58 N=55 N=54 N=63 N=52 N=282 

% % % a! % % /0 

Skimmed the whole study 0 0 0 1.6 0 .4 

Skimmed sections regard-
ing area of responsibil-
ity 1.7 0 0 0 0 .4 

Skimmed the whole study 
but special attention 
to area of responsi-
bility 29.3 25.5 44.4 22.2 40.4 31. 9 

Thoroughly, but only 
sections regarding area 
of responsibility 5.2 5.5 16.7 4.8 3.8 7.1 

Thoroughly, the entire 
study 63.8 67.3 38.9 71.4 55.8 59.9 

Did not read the self-
study a 0 1.8 0 0 0 .4 

X2 probability = .0346 

a. One evaluator had not read the self-study in advance because 
it arrived after he departed for the site visit; another said that no 
self-study had been done. 



Once on site, but before the first meeting, some evaluators 

spent additional time in preparation study. Table 24 indicates that 

the typical evaluator spent 1-2 hours of additional preparation study. 

Table 24. Time Spent On Site In Previsit Study 

Time Spent 

No time 

1-2 hours 

3-4 hours 

5-6 hours 

7-8 hours 

More than 8 hours 

X
2 

probability = 

a 

NE 

N=58 

% 

12.1 

50.0 

27.6 

3.4 

0 

6.9 

.5308 

MS 

N=58 

% 

1S1.0 

41.4 

27.6 

3.4 

1.7 

6.9 

SO 

N=55 

% 

20.0 

52.7 

18.2 

3.6 

3.6 

1.8 

NC 

N=63 

% 

19.0 

30.2 

41.3 

3.2 

1.6 

4.8 

NW 

N=52 

% 

17.3 

50.0 

21.2 

5.8 

0 

5.8 

Total 

N=286 

% 

17.5 

44.4 

27.6 

3.8 

1.4 

5.2 

a. Some of these may have been chairpersons who counted time 
spent in planning visits. Chairpersons spent 3-4 hours in on site 
preparation. 

Onsite Activities. Evaluators were asked to report on their 

most recent accrediting visit to a baccalaureate-granting institution. 
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Evaluators were to limit their responses to visits for either initial or 

reaffirmation; other types of visits were to be excluded. In addition, 

they were asked to indicate whether state agency officials or special-

ized accrediting association representatives participated in the visit. 

Table 25 categorizes the types of visits included in this study. 
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Table 25. Types of Visits Included in the Study 

NE MS SO NC NW Total 

Type of Visit N=58 N=58 N=55 N=55 N=63 N=286 

% % % % % % 

Initial Accredi-
tation 1.7 8.6 1.8 3.2 28.8 8.4 

Reaffirmation 98.3 91.4 98.2 96.8 71.2 91. 6 

x2 probability beyond .0000 

According to these data, the overwhelming majority of visits re-

ported were reaffirmation visits. It should be noted, however, that 

28.8 percent of the Northwest visits were for the purpose of initial 

accreditation of the institution. 

Cooperative visits with specialized accrediting associations 

occur in approximately 21 percent of the visits to baccalaureate-

granting institutions (Table 26). These cooperative visits take place 

most often in the Middlp. States and Southern Associations. Co-visits 

with state agency personnel occur with similar frequency nationwide. 

However, this phenomenon occurs with high frequency in Middle States 

(63.2 percent) and not at all in Southern. 

The allocation of evaluators' time among various onsite activi-

ties provides an indication of both evaluators' priorities and the means 

used by evaluators to fulfill purposes of the accrediting visit (e.g., 

evaluation, verification of the self-study). Evaluators typically put 

in a 10-hour work day and a total of 32 hours of onsite activities. 
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Table 26. Interorganization Cooperation in Site Visits 

NE MS SO NC NW Total X
2 

Type of N=58 N=58 N=55 N=63 N=52 N=286 
Cooperation 

% % % % % % 

Wi th Specialized 
Accrediting Team 17.5 29.8 27.3 15.9 15.4 21.1 .18 

With State 
Agency Team 14.3 63.2 0 1.6 17.6 19.1 .00 

These activities typically require the following amount of time: 

Team Meetings - 8 hours 

Interviewing Faculty - 6 hours 

Interviewing Administrators - 5 hours 

Report Writing - 4 hours 

Inspecting Records - 2 hours 

Inspecting Equipment and Facilities - 2 hours 

Interviewing Students - 2 hours 

Interviewing Board Members - 1.5 hours 

Observing Instruction - 1 hour 

Otl~.er - . 5 hour 

Regional variations to this overall pattern are described in 

Tables 27 and 28. Table 27 contains, perhaps, one of the most striking 

differences among regions--the average total team hours on site per team. 

Southern teams typically spent 356 person hours evaluating an institu-

tion, compared with 124 person hours for North Central teams. 



106 

Table 27. Average Level of Effort On Site by Regional Teams 

NE MS SO NC NW Total 
Variable N=56 N=55 N=55 N=62 N=5l N=279 

Average days on site 
per evaluator 3.07 3.18 3.20 2.98 3.31 3.14 

Average team 
size 6.5 7.3 11.7 4.0 7.75 6.52 

Average hours on site 
per day per evaluator 10.42 10.23 9.52 10.40 9.52 10.03 

Mean of means hours 
per day per evaluator 10.57 10.31 9.59 10.39 9.81 10.13 

Standard deviation 
hours per day 
per evaluator 3.07 2.01 2.66 2.84 2.51 2.61 

Average total hours 
per site visit a 32.02 32.53 30.46 31.03 31.55 31.52 per evaluator 

Average total team 
hours on site per 
team a 

207.93 237.50 356.40 124.10 224.50 205.51 

a. Variation in some of the totals is due to rounding. 

The data in Table 28 indicate that Middle States evaluators 

spent the greatest amount of time in meetings (9.3 hours); Northwest, 

the least (5.3 hours). New England and Middle States evaluators devoted 

5 hours to interviewing faculty; team members in other regions, 6 hours. 

Evaluators from all regions spent 5 hours interviewing administrators. 



Table 28. Allocation of Team Nembers' Time On Site 

NE MS SO NC NW 

Activities N X N X N X N X N X 
HOURS HOURS HOURS HOURS HOURS 

Interviewing students 55 2.4 49 2.1 48 1.9 59 2.4 47 2.4 

Interviewing faculty 57 5.3 53 5.0 55 6.1 61 6.1 49 5.9 

Interviewing adminis-
trators 57 5.1 55 5.5 55 4.6 62 5.1 51 4.9 

Interviewing board 
members 49 1.5 46 1.6 15 .4 56 1.8 17 .7 

Inspecting records 43 2.5 49 2.6 43 1.9 56 2.4 45 2.1 

Inspecting facilities 
and equipment 44 2.1 48 2.1 44 1.6 40 2.1 47 2.2 

Observing instruction 19 .8 19 .6 19 .7 28 .8 27 1.2 

Team meetings 55 8.2 55 9.3 55 8.1 62 6.9 51 5.5 

Report writing 55 3.7 54 3.5 52 4.4 57 3.2 50 6.0 

Other 6 .2 4 .2 6 .7 3 .2 11 .6 

Total hours 32.0 32.53 30.50 31.03 31.60 

..... 
0 
-...I 

, -' 
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Time spent in report writing varied greatly: Northwest evaluators spent 

6 hours; Southern, 4.4 hours; and other evaluators, 3.5 hours. Inspect

ing records, inspecting equipment and facilities, and interviewing 

students each received two hours of evaluators' time. Southern and 

Northwest representatives spent less time interviewing board members 

than did those of other regions. Only the Northwest evaluators spent 

more than one hour each observing instruction. Other activities, which 

included interviewing community members, attending social functions, and 

local travel, were negligible, with the possible exception of the South

ern region (.69 hours) and the Northwest region (.63 hours). 

Chairpersons tended to follow a similar pattern of onsite time 

allocation. Chairpersons, however, spent an average of one-half hour 

more interviewing administrators, interviewing board members and in

specting records; and they spent one-half hour less interviewing faculty; 

and one hour more observing instruction. 

Table 29 illustrates the extent to which team members performed 

each of the onsite evaluation activities. All evaluators interviewed 

administrators and almost all evaluators interviewed faculty, partici

pated in team meetings, and wrote reports on site. For the most part, 

regional variations in the percentage of evaluators performing each task 

paralleled the amount of time spent per evaluator at each task. For ex

ample, fewer Southern evaluators (27.3 percent) and fewer Northwest 

evaluators (33.3 percent) interviewed board members. Observing instruc

tion was more common in Northwest (52.9) and North Central (45.2 per

cent). 



Table 29. Percentage of Evaluators Performing Specific 
Onsite Activities 

NE MS SO NC 

Activities N=57 N=55 N=55 N=62 

% % % % 

Interviewing 
students 96.5 89.1 87.3 95.2 

Interviewing 
faculty 100 96.4 100 98.4 

Interviewing 
administrators 100 100 100 100 

Interviewing 
board members 86.0 83.6 27.3 90.3 

Inspecting 
recurds 75.4 89.1 78.2 90.3 

Inspecting Equip-
ment/facilities 77 .2 87.3 80.0 64.5 

Observing 
instruction 33.3 34.5 34.5 45.2 

Team meetings 96.5 100 100 100 

Report writing 96.5 98.2 94.5 91. 9 

Other 10.5 7.3 10.9 4.8 
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NW Total 

N=5l N=280 

% % 

92.2 92.1 

96.1 98.2 

100 100 

33.3 65.4 

88.2 84.3 

92.2 79.6 

52.9 40.0 

100 99.3 

98.0 95.7 

21. 6 10.7 

Activities: Major Tasks. Regional guidelines and standards gen-

erally specify that the institution have clear and appropriate objec-

tives, be meeting its objectives substantially, and be likely to contin-

ue to do so. Guidelines also suggest that the institution show in its 

self-study that it is meeting its objectives. In view of the central 
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importance of these guidelines, this study asked evaluators the follow

ing questions: 

• Did you assess whether the institution's objectives were 

clear? 

• Did you assess whether the institution's objectives were 

appropriate? If yes, what did you consider in making your determina

tion? 

• Did you assess whether the institution was meeting its ob

jectives? If yes, what evidence did you look at in making your deter

mination? 

• Did you attempt to verify any of the information in the in

stitution's self-study? If yes, by what means did you attempt to verify 

the information contained in the self-study? 

The response to these questions, as indicated in Table 30, was, 

for the most part, clearly and consistently affirmative. 

Some respondents who answered "no" to some of these questions 

commented that other members of their team had made these determina~ 

tions. Some who responded "yes" noted that, although they personally 

had not made the determination, other members of the team had done so. 

The only one of these four major areas which elicited a negative re

sponse from almost one-fourth of the respondents was the task of assess

ing whether the objectives were appropriate. Some evaluators noted 

that this was not within their area of responsibility; others felt that 

there was no way that they could make this determination within the 

time and data constraints. 



Table 30. Major Evaluation Activities 

Activities NE 

% 

Did you assess whether the 
objectives were clear? (N=284) 100 

S.E. 0 

Did you assess whether the ob-
jectives were appropriate? 
(N=28l) 75.9 

S.E. .06 

Did you assess whether the 
institution was meeting its 
objectives? (N=282) 96.6 

S.E. .02 

Did you attempt to verify 
information contained in 
the self-study? (N=28l) 96.6 

S.E. .02 

Percentage of Affirmative Responses 

MS SO NC NW Total 

% % % % % 

100 98.1 100 96.2 98.9 

0 .02 0 .03 .00 

75.9 69.1 93.5 80.8 79.4 

.06 .06 .03 .06 .02 

96.4 90.7 98.4 98.1 96.1 

.03 .04 .02 .02 .01 

92.6 98.2 100 96.2 96.8 

.04 .02 0 .03 .01 

X2 

.19 

.02 

.23 

.24 

I-' 
I-' 
I-' 
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Use of Evidence. Those who made the determination whether the 

objectives were appropriate were asked to specify what they took into 

consideration in making their determination. Table 31 summarizes the 

responses to this open-ended question. Responses to this question may 

be grouped into three major categories: 

1. Use of sources of evidence or criteria external to the in

stitution, e.g., association standards and personal experience of the 

evaluator. Thirty percent of the respondents used these criteria. 

2. Use of sources of evidence or criteria related to the insti

tution itself, e.g., students representative of the geographical area, 

goals of the institution, the institution's mission and resources, wheth

er the objectives are achievable within the resources available, and the 

program implemented vis a vis the stated objectives. Institution

related criteria were used by 46.9 percent of the respondents. 

3. Use of loosely specified sources which may be either extern

al or institution-specific, e.g., materials and interviews, objectives 

in the institution's catalog, and "other." In effect, these sources, 

which are used by 23 percent of the evaluators, provide no indication 

of the types of evidence or criteria actually used. 

Evaluators also reported on the types of evidence they used in 

determining whether the institution was meeting its objectives. Again, 

as Table 32 indicates, some of the types of "evidence" used were general 

references to sources of evidence. 

The sources of evidence cited in Table 32 reflect predominantly 

subjective, widely varying interpretations of what is meant by evidence. 

Again, there are three types of evidence reported by the evaluators: 
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Table 31. Evidence of Appropriate Objectives 

NE MS SO NC NW Total 

Evidence N=49 N=46 N=46 N=52 1 N=45 N=238 

% % % % % % 

Congruence with asso-
ciation standards 28.6 28.3 40.0 l3.5 25.0 26.7 

Students representa-
tive of the geograph-
ical area 22.4 l3.0 10.9 17.3 20.5 16.9 

Use of institution's 
materials and onsite 
interviews 6.1 13.0 13.0 9.6 13.6 11.0 

Congruence with goals 
of the institution 12.2 8.7 4.3 15.4 9.1 10.0 

Congruence with mis-
sion and resources of 
the institution 4.1 2.2 15.2 17.3 4.5 8.9 

Objectives achievable 
within the available 
resources 8.2 6.5 2.2 7.7 9.1 6.8 

Educational program 
vis a vis the objec-
tives 4.1 6.5 4.3 1.9 4.5 4.2 

Congruence with objec-
tives stated in the 
institution's catalog 6.1 8.7 0 3.8 2.3 4.2 

Evaluator's personal 
experience 4.1 6.5 2.2 1.9 2.3 3.4 

Other 4.1 6.5 7.9 11.6 9.1 7.9 
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Table 32. Evidence That an Institution is Meeting Its Objectives 

NE MS SO NC NW Total 

Evidence N=46 N=46 N=41 N=51 N=1r7 N=231 

% % % % % % 

Materials and 
interviews 34.8 39.1 26.1 19.6 34.0 30.7 

Respondent satisfac-
tion/perceptions 4.3 10.9 4.9 21.6 12.8 11.3 

General performance 
indicators 15.2 13.0 9.8 7.8 10.6 11. 3 

Graduate outcomes 6.5 15.2 2.4 11.8 12.8 10.0 

Programs and 
enrollments 4.3 8.7 14.6 5.9 10.6 8.7 

Curriculum, faculty, 
and placements 13.0 0 12.2 13.9 2.1 8.2 

Congruence of programs 
with plans 6.5 0 14.6 7.8 8.5 7.4 

Records/reports 10.9 6.5 4.9 5.9 4.3 6.5 

Other 4.3 5.6 9.8 5.9 2.1 5.6 
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1. Generalized sources, loosely specified, e.g., materials and 

interviews, records and reports, and "other." Almost half (43.1 per

cent) of the evaluators cited such sources. 

2. Input measures of performance, e.g., programs and enroll

ments, programs implemented compared to programs planned. Sixteen per

cent of the evaluators used these measures. 

3. Outcome/impact measures of performance, e.g., general per

formance indicators, such as student test scores, placements, graduate 

outcomes, student and alumni satisfaction, and the curriculum and facu

ty compared to placements of graduates. Forty-one percent of the eval

uators used outcome or impact measures to assess whether an institution 

was meeting its objectives. Over half (54.9 percent) of the North Cen

tral evaluators specified outcome-related measures. 

When asked what means they used to verify the self-study, eval

uators favored th~ combined use of interviews and inspection of records. 

Others elected to use interviews only or records inspection only. Two 

evaluators said they attempted verification, but found the time too 

brief to do so. A few evaluators cross-referenced the self-study with 

interviews and the onsite records inspection. Table 33 summarizes the 

means used. 

In an attempt to tap the evaluation expertise of each of the 

evaluators, each respondent was asked to identify--in the one area he 

or she was most qualified to evaluate--l) the major indicators of quali

ty and 2) for each indicator, the evidence used to verify the existence 

of quality. As Table 34 illustrates, the evaluators were able to speci

fy a wide range of indicators of quality. The evaluators were not, 
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Table 33. Means Used to Verify the Self-Study 

NE MS SO NC NW Total 

Means N=56 N=50 N=54 N=6l N=49 N=270 

% % % % % % 

Interviews and Records 67.9 70.0 63.0 65.6 77.6 68.5 

Interviews 25.0 16.0 16.7 23.0 14.3 19.3 

Records 1.8 8.0 13.0 6.6 0 5.9 

Cross-referencing 
documents 5.4 6.0 5.6 3.3 4.1 4.8 

Time too brief to verify 0 0 1.9 0 2.0 .7 

Other 0 0 0 1.6 2.0 .7 

X
2 

probability = .1306 

however, able to specify types of evidence in other than the most gener-

al terms, e.g., interviews, inspecting records, and examining reports of 

specialized accreditation reviews. Because the "evidence" cited simply 

replicated the means used to verify the self-study (see Table 33), eval-

uators' responses are not presented again at this point. 

Only a few evaluators specified a system for verifying indica-

tors of quality. For example, one Southern evaluator uses a personal 

set of indicators to assess administration, including the followiug: 

Indicator 

Planning 

Evidence 

Major administrators have personal 
goals and objectives and are able 
to report, both orally and in writ
ing, on recent and current accom
plishments. 
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Table 34. Indicators of Quality: Choices of Evaluators 

Indicators 1st Choice 2nd Choice 3rd Choice 4th Choice 
N=254 N=240 N=2l7 N=166 

% Rank % . Rank % Rank % Rank 

Staff/faculty qual-
ifications 33.2 1 16.7 1 S.S 2 3.6 Sa 

Organization/management 
provisions S.3 2 3.S 9a 6.0 Sa .6 27a 

Curriculum 7.1 3 7.1 2 6.9 4 4.2 6a 

Course offerings 4.7 4a 4.6 Sa 1.9 19a 1.2 24a 

Other 4.7 4b 6.3 3 6.0 5b 9.6 lc 

Fiscal stability 4.3 6 3.3 13a 3.2 l2a 1.S 19a 

Library resources 3.2 7a 3.S 9b 7.4 3 3.6 Sb 

MIS/financial statements 3.2 7b .S 26a .9 24a 1.S 19b 

Student outcomes-academic 3.2 7c 5.9 4 4.6 7 4.2 6b 

Teaching effectiveness 2.S lOa 2.5 l7a 4.2 Sa 3.6 Sc 

Objectives achieved 2.S lOb .4 30 .9 24b 1.2 24b 

Access and service 2.4 l2a 1.3 24a 2.S l4a 4.S 5 

Student outcomes·other 2.4 l2b 2.5 l7b 4.2 Sb 9.6 la 

Resource allocations 2.0 14 4.2 7b 3.2 l2b 2.4 l6a 

Management capability 1.6 l5b 2.5 l7c 4.2 Sc 3.6 Sd 

Enrollments by programs 1.6 l5c 2.9 l5a 2.S l4b 1.2 24c 

Responsiveness of programs 
to student needs 1.6 l5d 1.7 22a .9 24d 1.S 1ge 

Planning 1.6 l5e 1.3 24b 2.3 IS 3.0 l3c 

Student/faculty 
satisfaction 1.6 l5a 3.3 l3a 3.7 11 S.4 4 

Research/publications 1.2 20 4.2 7a 1.9 19b 3.0 13a 

Faculty/student morale 1.2 20 ,S 26b 1.4 2lb 3.0 13b 

Buildings/equipment .S 22a 4.6 5b 9.3 1 9.6 lb 

Communications .S 22b 1.7 22b 1.4 2lc 2.4 l6b 

Admissions and graduation 
criteria .S 22c .S 26c .9 24e .6 27c 

Caliber of students .4 24a 3.S 9c 1.4 2la 1.S 19c 

Evaluation modalities .4 24b 2.1 20a 2.S l4c 3.6 Se 

Participatory management .4 24c 2.9 l5b 2.S l4d 1.S 19d 

Teacher commitment .4 24d 2.1 20b .9 24c .6 27b 

Academic advising 0 0 .5 29 .6 27d 

Tests/exams 0 .S 26d 0 2.4 l6c 



There is institutional planning pro
cess which shows evidence at each 
organizational unit of goal specifi
cation and priority and analysis of 
performance. "What did we want to 
achieve?" and "How do we know what 
we achieve?" 

One North Central evaluator, whose expertise is in finaDce, 
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utilizes the ratio analysis for institutions developed by the National 

Association of College and University Business Officers. A New England 

evaluator, whose area of responsibility was educational programs, out-

lined a series of steps from 1) inspection of randomly selected stu-

dent records, to 2) interviews with randomly selected faculty, to trac-

ing the procedures in hiring practices, to 3) a review of course offer-

ings. 

For some evaluators, the lack of evidentiary support in onsite 

review activities was a major area of weakness. Said one, "Sometimes 

discrepancies are overlooked and a 'soft' approach is used when more 

critical analyses should be made." Another said, "Several times severe 
I 

concerns were raised by group members but could not be substantiated--

it is very difficult in a short time to validate 'hunches' about weak-

nesses." A veteran of over ten visits wrote: 

I was part of a team that revisited an institution after a 
previous team had written recommendations that had caused the 
institution to be put on public probation. We found that the 
institution did indeed have problems, was addressing them, 
and had made progress. We also found that there was no evi
dence that some of the criticism was founded in fact. The 
effect on that institution was disastrous. I believe that the 
team chairperson must place more emphasis on verification of 
perceived weaknesses--be sure that it is not just one team 
member whose perceptions may be clouded by what is done on 
his home base. 
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Another evaluator, a university vice president, said" I believe 

team members could use additional training in how to elicit information 

through interview and observation." 

A clear first choice of the evaluators as an indicator of quality 

was staff/faculty qualifications. Some types of evidence cited included 

the number of terminal degrees on the faculty, prestige of the institu

tions which awarded the degrees, and research publications authored by 

the faculty. Far behind faculty/staff qualifications in frequency were 

the next most frequently mentioned indicators: organization and manage

ment provisions, curriculum, and course offerings. Evidence cited for 

these indicators were such generalities as "inspection," "appropriate

ness," and "related to objectives." Fiscal stability, as an indicator 

of quality, was generally cited without corresponding evidence. 

Performance indicators, such as student outcomes, achieving 

objectives, and student/faculty satisfaction, were rarely first choices. 

Only as a fourth choice was student outcomes mentioned most frequently. 

Buildings and equipment, i.e., their suitability and repair, was a most 

frequently mentioned third and fourth choice. 

Table 35 shows the indicators of quality as preferred by spe

cialists in each of the eight topic areas specified in the survey ques

tionnaire. According to this table, the most frequently mentioned 

indicators, by area of specialization, were as follow: 

Goals and Objectives: 1) "other," 2) achieving objectives. 

Organization and Governance: 1) organization and management 

provisions (and documents), 2) staff and faculty qualifications, 



Table 35. Key Indicators of Quality by Specialization of Evaluator 
(Frequencies) 

Specializations 

Indicators Goals/ Organization/ Instruction- Programs Students/ Library Facilities/ Finance Other 
Objectives Governance al Staff Services Equipment 

N=4 N=48 N=20 N=116 N=25 N=l1 Nc 4 N=19 N=6 

Communication 12 1 1 

Student/faculty 
satisfaction 12 12 7 1 1 

Achi< -ring obj ectives 2 2 2 3 1 

Planning 8 1 3 2 1 2 1 

Other 6 20 5 15 5 1 5 1 

Research/publications 1 5 15 1 

Caliber of students 1 13 2 

Resource allocation 1 3 5 6 2 10 

Staff/faculty 
qualifications 15 19 87 14 7 5 3 

Buildings/equipment 1 1 4 20 7 7 1 2 

Student outcomes--
academic 1 1 35 1 2 

Student outcomes--
other 2 3 28 1 1 2 

Curriculums 4 2 48 3 

Evaluation modalities 6 2 7 2 2 

Tests/exams 1 2 

Academic advising 1 1 
I-' 
N 
0 



Table 35. Continued. 

Specializations 

Indicators Goals/ Organization/ Instruction- Programs Students/ Library Facilities/ Finance Other 
Objectives Governance al Staff Services Equipment 

N=4 N=48 N=20 N=116 N=25 N=l1 N=4 N=19 N-6 

Teaching effectiveness 2 8 18 

Participative manage-
ment 5 5 5 

Library resources 1 3 1 26 8 

Leadership 8 1 

Management capability 14 1 5 2 2 

Organization/manage-
ment provisions 30 1 3 6 1 2 

Fiscal stability 4 1 5 2 3 1 12 1 

Commitment to 
teaching 2 6 1 

Morale 7 2 2 2 

Enrollments/ 
programs 2 3 9 1 

Course offerings 2 25 1 

Responsiveness of pro-
grams to student needs 1 6 4 1 1 

Access/services 11 8 2 

Admissions/graduation 
criteria 1 2 6 

I-' 
MIS/ financial N 

I-' 
statements 4 q 
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3) management capability, 4) communications, 5) student/faculty satis

faction. 

Instructional Staff: 1) faculty qualifications, 2) teaching 

effectiveness, 3) research and publications. 

Educational Programs: 1) faculty qualifications, 2) curriculum, 

3) student outcomes--academic, 4) student outcomes--other, 5) library 

resources, 6) course offerings, 7) teaching effectiveness. 

Students and StEdent Services: 1) staff/faculty qualifications, 

2) student access to services and use of services, 3) buildings and 

equipment, 4) student/faculty satisfaction, 5) organization and manage

ment provisions. 

Library: 1) library resources, 2) student access and use of 

services, 3) staff qualifications, 4) buildings and equipment. 

Facilities and Equipment: 1) management capability, 2) resource 

allocations. 

Finance and Budget: 1) financial stability, 2) resource alloca

tion, 3) MIS/financial statements, 4) staff qualifications. 

Evaluation. Provisions for evaluating the performance of eval

uators and team chairpersons have been noted as priority needs by COPA 

representatives and others. Accordingly, this study asked evaluators 

whether they had assisted the commission in evaluating the performance 

of the team and chair. 

Forty-four percent of the evaluators were aware that their per

formance on the team had been evaluated and over fifty percent did not 

know whether they had been evaluated. Table 36, which provides a 
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breakout of regional variations, shows that Southern evaluators were 

most aware of being evaluated; Northwest evaluators were least aware. 

Table 36. Evaluators' Awareness of Being Evaluated 

Evaluator NE MS SO NC NW Total 
Perception 

N=57 N=58 N=55 N=63 N=52 N=285 

% % % % % % 

Yes 52.6 46.6 60.0 33.3 25.0 43.5 

No 1.8 5.2 0 14.3 5.8 5.6 

Don't Know 45.6 48.3 40.0 52.3 69.2 50.9 

X2 probability = .0004 

When asked if they assisted the commission by evaluating the 

chairperson, 41.2 percent of the evaluators said that they had. This 

practice appears to be more prevalent in New England and Middle States 

(Table 37). 

Table 37. Evaluation of the Chairperson 

NE MS SO NC NW Total 

N=52 N=55 N=49 N=57 N=47 N=260 

% % % % % % 

Yes 76.9 83.6 16.3 10.5 14.9 41.2 

No 23.1 16.4 83. ~' 89.5 85.1 58.8 

X2 probability = beyond .0000 
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Chairpersons were asked if they had evaluated team members. 

Seventy percent of all chairpersons submit an evaluation of team members' 

performance, a practice that is followed without exception in New Eng-

land and Middle States (Table 38). Evaluation of team members takes 

place least frequently in North Central, the region with the most exper-

ienced evaluators. 

Table 38. Chairperson's Evaluation of Team Members 

Evaluator NE MS SO NC NW Total 
Response N=lO N=l1 N=8 N=28 N=17 N=74 

% % % % % % 

Yes 100 100 87.5 39.3 76.5 70.3 

No 0 0 12.5 60.7 23.5 29.7 

S.E. 0 0 .12 .09 .10 .05 

X2 probability .0001 

Function of the Chairperson. In addition to asking chair-

persons about their role in evaluating the team's performance, they 

were also asked about their role in selecting team members and about 

areas of difficulty, if any, they experienced in their capacity as 

chairpersons. 

Slightly over half of the 76 chairpersons said they partici-

pated in the selection of their team members. In some instances, 

"participation" amounted to recommending the disciplines to be 

included on the team. All New England chairpersons and most Southern 
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chairpersons claim to have had a role in team selection, whereas only a 

third of North Central chairpersons claimed participation (Table 39). 

Table 39. Chairperson Participation in Selection of Team 

Evaluator NE MS SO NC NW Total 
Response 

N=10 N=ll N=9 N=29 N=17 N=76 

% % % % % % 

Yes 100 54.5 66.7 34.5 41.2 51.3 

No 0 45.5 33.3 65.5 58.8 48.7 

S.E. 0 .15 .16 .09 .12 .06 

X2 probability = .0062 

An open-ended question to the chairpersons regarding their 

perception of the most difficult aspect of the visit yielded a number 

of insights into the chairperson's function. Most problems cited 

centered around writing the evaluation report, specifically in writing 

a cohesive, fair, and ontime report.. Other problems frequently men-

tioned concerned time management ("keeping on schedule") and managing 

the division of labor. Four of the 55 responding chairpersons reported 

no problems. A tabulation of the major problems experienced by chair-

persons is contained in Table 40. 

In commenting on the site visits, evaluators and chairpersons 

often referred to the importance of the chairperson in performing 

certain key functions. These functions included the following. 



126 

Table 40. Problems in Chairing Evaluation Teams 
As Perceived by Chairpersons 

Frequencies 

Problem NE MS SO NC NW Total 

N-lO N-ll Na 9 N-29 N=17 N=76 

Team report: cohe-
siveness/quality 2 3 2 6 6 19 

Keeping on schedule 2 4 1 7 

Team report: on time 2 1 2 1 6 

Managing the division 
of labor 3 2 5 

Handling an inept 
team member 2 1 1 4 

None 1 2 1 4 

Oral report to 
the president 1 1 2 

Not knowing the com-
petence of individual 
team members 1 1 2 

Getting the team to 
see the institution 
as a w:lole 1 1 2 

Covering areas in 
which there is no 
expertise on the team 1 1 

Controlling team 
member prejudice 1 1 

Working with state 
accreditation 
representatives 1 1 

Evaluation based 
on evidence 1 1 

Getting the team to 
function as consultants 
as well as evaluators 1 1 

Decision whether or not 
to recommend accreditation 1 1 

Focus upon agreed upon 
emphases and criteria 1 1 
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• Team bui1ding--creating a team cohesiveness. 

• Getting "inside" the institution--understanding the 

institutional dynamics. 

• Getting a gestalt of the institution. 

• Focusing on the most important issues. 

• Selecting an appropriate team after making the preliminary 

visit. 

• Delegating and defining responsibilities of individual 

team members. 

• Evaluating team members' performance. 

A Northwest chairperson succinctly summarized the responsibil

ities associated with chairing a team: "It does require considerable 

effort to see that team responsibilities are clear, to keep everything 

on schedule, to see that the review is thorough within the time avail

able, to develop committee agreement, and to write a unified report." 

Other chairperson comments are contained in Appendix D. 

Summary of Findings from the Evaluator Survey 

Evaluators' responses to the mail survey provide the following 

findings to the research questions. It should be noted at the outset 

that these findings are based solely on evaluators' self-reports and 

are s:bject to the limitations inherent in self-reported activities and 

perceptions. 

Research Question 3: Does the onsite visit provide a determin

ation of educational quality? Eighty-ninp percent of all respondents 

cited indicators and evidence they use in determining educational 
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quality. Regionally, Middle States and Northwest evaluators tend to 

put more emphasis on the determination of educational quality. Approx

imately half of the evaluators in Southern and North Central and 58 

percent of those in New England rated the determination of educational 

quality as "important." The meaning of quality, however, as reflected 

in the stated indicators of quality, has widely varing bases among the 

responding evaluators. The determination of educational quality was 

seen as an important purpose or acceptable purpose of the onsite visit 

by 95 percent of all evaluators and is explicitly cited in the policy 

statements of four of the five participating commissions. 

Research Question 4: Does the onsite visit provide a determina

tion of educational integrity? Whether and to what extent the determin

ation of institutional integrity takes place could not be determined. 

However, with the exception of the Southern Association, approximately 

61 to 69 percent of all evaluators considered the determination of in

stitutional integrity an "important purpose" of the onsite visit; 45.3 

percent of Southern evaluators considered it as "important." Six per

cent of all evaluators said it was "not a purpose" of the team visit. 

Although none of the regions cite the determination of institutional 

integrity as a purpose. of the visit in their policy statements, an 

overwhelming majority (94 percent) of the evaluators subscribe to the 

purpose. 

Research Question 5: Does the onsite visit provide a verifica

tion of the information in the self-study? Less than three percent of 

all evaluators rated the verification of the self-study as "not a 
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purpose" of the onsite visit. Conversely, 97 percent of all evaluators 

stated that they did, in fact, verify the information in the self-study. 

In response to an open-ended question on the primary value of the onsite 

visit, 25 percent of all evaluators listed the verification function as 

the primary value--by far the most frequently cited Iiva1ue." Based on 

evaluator responses, it appears clear that the onsite visit serves to 

verify the self-study. 

Research Question 6: Does the onsite visit provide a determin

ation that the institution has clear and appropriate objectives? 

According to survey responses, the evaluation teams do assess whether 

the institution's objectives are clear. Ninety-nine percent of all 

evaluators claim to make this determination. Fewer (79.4 percent) 

determine whether the institution's objectives are "appropriate." Only 

3.5 percent, however, consider that the determination of clear and appro

priate objectives is "not a purpose" of the onsite visit. Eighty-five 

percent of all evaluators considered this function as "imp0t'tant." 

Evaluators claim to determine whether the institution has clear 

and appropriate objectives, and this determination is most frequently 

seen as important by evaluators among all the potential purposes of the 

visit. The extent to which this determination actually does take place, 

however, could not be determined with 

Research Question 7: Does the onsite visit provide consultation 

and technical assistance to the institution? A majority of evaluators 

(59.4 percent) consider the provision of consultation and technical 

assistance at least an "acceptable purpose." Policy statements of all 



commissions explicitly include consultation among the purposes of the 

onsite visit. Assuming that evaluators' actions follow their stated 

convictions, a sizable portion of evaluators (40.6 percent) do not 

provide consultation or technical assistance. 

130 

Research Question 8: Does the onsite visit provide a judgment 

whether the criteria (or standards or guidelines) of the regional com

mission are met? Eighty-two percent of all evaluators considered this 

determination an "important" function of the onsite visit, twelve per

cent considered it an "acceptable purpose," and 5.7 percent rejected it 

as a function. The judgment regarding regional criteria is more often 

seen to be important in Southern and North Central; less common in 

Middle States and New England. 

Evaluators avow that evaluation teams do make a judgment whether 

regional criteria are met. The perceived importance of this function 

does vary, however, by region. 

Research Question 9: What other purposes does the onsite visit 

serve? In response to an open-ended question, evaluators identified 

the following additional values of the onsite visit: 1) to provide an 

"incentive" to the institution in completing the self-study and in pre

paring for the onsite visit; 2) to elaborate on the self-study; 3) to 

determine the congruence between the self-study, other institutional 

documents, and interviews with faculty and staff; and 4) to obtain 

first-hand, experiential data. 

Research Question 10: What procedures, indicators, and evidence 

are used in making determinations and judgments? Evaluators spent 45 

percent of their time conducting interviews (with administrators, 
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faculty, students, and board members); 25 percent of their time in team 

meetings; 16 percent inspecting records, facilities, equipment and 

instruction; and 12 percent in report writing. 

Evaluators cited over 28 different indicators of quality and 

over nine types of evidence of--1) appropriate objectives, 2) the in

stitution meeting its objectives, and 3) educational quality. Major 

indicators of quality were: 1) faculty/staff qualifications, 2) written 

and implemented organization/management procedures, 3) course offerings 

and curriculum, 4) fiscal stability, and 5) library resources. 

With few exceptions, types of "evidence" used to determine edu

cational quality were general procedures such as interviews, inspection 

of records, and a comparison of different information sources. In de

termining whether an institution's objectives were being met, however, 

41 percent used outcome or impact measures, 16 percent used input meas

ures (resources used), and 43 percent used more generalized means such 

as interviews and records inspection. 

Research Question 11: How do accreditation team members per

ceive their roles in the onsite visit? The majority of evaluators (65 

percent) saw themselves as educational evaluators charged with determ

ining the effectiveness of the institution in meeting its objectives. 

Fifteen percent saw themselves as educational investigators whose job 

was to determine whether the institution was in compliance with region

al commission standards. Ten percent considered themselves educational 

auditors with the primary function of verifying the information in the 

self-study. Only 5.6 percent identified mainly with the role of educa

tional consultant with the mission of providing program and management 
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review and feedback. Southern evaluators identified most strongly with 

the investigator role (43.6 percent) and to a lesser extent with the 

evaluator role (32.7 percent). 

Research Question 12: Based on the allocation of team members' 

time on site, what are the priority activities of team members? All 

evaluators interview administrators and virtually all participate in 

team meetings, interview faculty, and write reports. Ninety-two percent 

of the evaluators interview students, 84.3 percent inspect records, and 

79.6 percent inspect equipment and facilities. 

Team meetings command an average of eight hours (25 percent) of 

a team member's time on site. Interviewing faculty takes an average of 

six hours per evaluator and interviewing administrators, five hours. 

Report writing, with four hours, is next; and inspecting records and 

facilities/equipment, interviewing students and board members, and ob

serving instruction all receive two hours or less. Conferring with 

team mc::mbers and conducting interviews are priority activities of team 

members. 

Research Question 13: What are the strengths and weaknesses in 

the selection of team members? Other studies (e.g., Puffer 1970 and 

Prosser 1975) have identified the quality of evaluators as a major 

strength of the onsite visit. Unsolicited remarks by respondents re

garding their colleagues confirmed this finding (see Respondent Com

ments, Appendix D) as did the diligence of the evaluators in answering 

the survey questions for this study. 
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Women are represented on evaluation teams in proportion to their 

representation on senior college and university faculties, although they 

are not represented as team chairs in the same proportion. 

All regional commissions update their rosters of evaluators 

regularly. While some evaluators criticized the perceived under

representation of faculty members (non-administrators) on the teams, 

the study data on evaluator expertise indicated a decided emphasis on 

educational program expertise. The various work roles (e.g., faculty, 

dean, president) found in senior college and university employment were 

evenly represented on evaluation teams as were the respective age-group 

levels. 

Weaknesses identified by individual respondents included a lack 

of evaluation skills and writing ability on the part of some team mem

bers and 1ac:k of specific kinds of expertise needed for a particular 

institution. In general, team composition was the fifth most frequently 

mentioned weakness in the way site visits are carried out. 

Research Question 14: What are the strengths and weaknesses in 

the training and orientation of team members? Seventy-four percent of 

all evaluators received training prior to undertaking their first assign

ment on a visitation team. Formal training (one to three days) was most 

common in New England; least frequent in Southern. 

An obvious strength was the increased emphasis on training, 

particularly for the less experienced evaluators. Several evaluators 

mentioned the value of the experiential training afforded by the "eval

uator associate" mechanism used by some regions. Others complimented 

the ability of the chairperson to provide guidance to new evaluators. 
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The need for better preparation and training of evaluators was 

one of the top six weaknesses of the onsite visit mentioned by team 

members. Data indicated that problems which might be addressed through 

training include the management of time on site, subjectivity in evalu

ating, use of evidence, balance of emphasis in data gathering and re

porting, and team leadership. Other areas in which training can be 

strengthened were indicated in the responses to the problem areas asso

ciated with the onsite visit. 

Research Question 15: What are the strengths and weaknesses 

associated with the chairing of evaluation teams? Chairpersons who 

were involved in assessing the specific needs of the institution and 

participated in the selection of team members had an edge in the manage

ment of the site visit. Evaluators mentioned these skills in the chair

person as helpful: the ability to delegate and define individual re

sponsibility; organizational ability; the ability to help the group 

reach consensus; and the ability to keep the team focused on important 

issues. 

The chairpersons themselves identified the following problems 

in chairing teams: writing a cohesive, quality report based on team 

members' input; keeping the team on schedule; managing the division of 

labor; and handling inept team members. 

The survey data also indicated a possible under-representation 

of women as team chairs in four of the five regions. 

Research Question 16: What are the strengths and weaknesses in 

implementing commission procedures and criteria? On the positive side, 

evaluators were consistent in holding to the regional commissions' 
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principle that an institution should be assessed in terms of its own 

stated objectives. Related to this, evaluators rated team-developed 

procedures as important as those prescribed by the regional commissions. 

Several evaluators noted problems in applying criteria to the 

institution--understanding the institutional dynamics and justifying 

judgments with evidence because "the process lacks easily defined stan

dards." Others noted the problem of doing a thorough job of applying 

criteria within the timeframe available. Lack of a clear consensus re

garding the relationship between commission criteria and the team's on

site function was also evident in the variation of responses to ques

tions regarding the team member's role and function. \Vhile 82 percent 

of the evaluators considered the determination whether the institution 

was meeting commission criteria to be "important," only 15.7 percent 

considered this function to be their primary responsibility as team 

members. 

Research Question 17: What are the strengths and weaknesses 

in the use of evaluation procedures and methods? Two strengths stand 

out from the data with respect to evaluation procedures and methods. 

First, a wide variety of quality indicators was used by the evaluation 

teams, with evaluators in each area of specialization emphasizing cer

tain indicators (see Table 35). The second strength was the general 

tendency to use procedures which are suited to the institution being 

visited (see Table 15). By way of anomaly, however, only one evaluator 

in 286 pointed out that indicators of educational quality (Table 34) de

pend upon the nature and mission of the institution visited. 
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Forty-one percent of the evaluators used outcome-related meas

ures to assess whether an institution was meeting its objectives. 

Outcome-related measures were used less frequently, however, to deter

mine educational quality. Outcome~re1ated indicators of educational 

quality were named by 11.2 percent of the evaluators as their first 

choice (N=2S4), by 16.3 percent as their second choice (N=240), by 15.3 

percent as their third choice (N=2l7), and by 26.4 percent as their 

fourth choice (N=166). Relatively few evaluators reported that they 

used standardized evaluation procedures or instruments which may be 

considered state-of-the-art for their particular area of expertise. 

Standardized procedures which were mentioned were 1) the financial 

accounting ratio analys;s proposed by NACUBO, 2) random sampling tech

niques for selecting persons to be interviewed or student files to be 

inspected, and 3) procedures for securing evidence. 

Summary 

The analysis of regional commission policy documents together 

with an analysis of survey responses have produced a finding with re

spect to the specificity of the purposes of the team visit and a panoply 

of findings regarding evaluators' role perspectives and self-reported 

onsite activities. Evaluator survey responses have provided empirical, 

cross-regional data regarding the perceived functions of the evaluation 

team; the selection, training, and evaluation of team members; applied 

indicators of educational quality; the allocation of team members' time 

on site; and evaluators' perceptions of the values and weaknesses of the 

of the team visit. These findings are the basis for the next chapter. 



CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose of this study was to provide a descriptive and 

critical assessment of the function of evaluation teams in regional 

accreditation of senior colleges and universities. Through an analysis 

of regional commission policy directives and an analysis of the re

sponses of evaluation team members to a survey questionnaire, two major 

study objectives were pursued: 

1. To determine the extent to which regional evaluation teams do 

what they are purported to do in regional policy and procedure state

ments; and 

2. To determine the perceived strengths and weaknesses in the way 

evaluation visits are carried out. 

The conclusions and recommendations relating to these study 

objectives are contained in this chapter. As will be noted, some of the 

conclusions and recommendations pertain generally to evaluation teams in 

the five participating commissions; others pertain only to some of the 

regional commissions. 

Conclusions 

The following conclusions pertain in general to the evaluation 

teams of the five participating regional commissions: 

1. Chi-square measures of regional differences indicated that eval

uator perceptions and practices were rarely consistent across all five 

regions. However, in most instances, there was a high degree of 
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consistency in the responses among three or four of the regions on any 

given question (e.g., Tables 14, 15, and 21). 

2. The teams were composed of persons who were highly dedicated to 

the improvement of higher education. Their dedication was evident in 

the time spent reviewing the self-study and in the 8- to l4-hour days 

that they worked on site--for which they received little or no financial 

remuneration. Accoiding to respondent comments (see Appendix D), the 

teams were composed of individuals generally recognized as outstanding 

practitioners in their respective program or administrative roles in 

their home institutions. 

3. With respect to team composition, the gender and age levels of 

team membership reflected proportions common to the academic peer groups 

they represented. 

4. The majority of team members on the typical evaluation team 

were assigned to evaluate educational program and instructional staff; 

a minority were assigned to evaluate administrative aspects of an insti

tution. Thus, although higher education administrators pr~dominated on 

the evaluation teams, most were selected for their expertise in an area 

of academic discipline. 

5. The purpose of the onsite evaluation visit in regional accredi

tation was not clearly and unequivocally stated within regional policy 

and procedure statements. Of the several purposes variously attributed 

to the evaluation visit by the respective policy and procedure manuals 

of the five regions, no prioritization of purpose was evident. While 

all five regions referred to a judgment to be rendered by the evaluation 

team, there was no consistent description of the nature of the judgment--
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whether it is a judgment regarding educational quality, institutional 

integrity, veracity of the self-study, effectiveness of the educational 

program, or some combination of these or other qualities. 

6. The lack of clarity regarding the purpose of the onsite visit 

was reflected in the self-perceptions of the evaluators regarding their 

function in the onsite visit. Not only were there differences in per-

ceptions among the five regions, but within specific regions as well. 

7. Regional accrediting commissions lacked a conceptual framework 

or evaluation genre to guide the function of the evaluation team. Con-

sequently, the teams did not have a model or guide to bridge the gap 

between the regional criteria on the one hand and the commonly accepted 

team visit procedures, such as interviewing and records inspection, on 

the other. 

8. In spite of all the discussion during the past two decades re-

garding the use of outcomes in addition to inputs as indicators of ed-

ucational quality, only a minority of evaluators stated that they used 

outcome measures in determining whether an institution is meeting its 

objectives. 

9. Evaluators have not internalized the idea that quality is to be 

assessed in terms of the nature and purposes of an institution. Only 

one evaluator in two hundred and fifty-four respondents pointed out that 

educational quality must be defined in terms of the institution's pur-

poses; an additional eleven evaluators included "achieving institutional 

objectives" among indicators of quality. Relatedly, two responses to 

, open-ended questions asked whether the undergraduate program receives 
\ 

~-



necessary attention from evaluation teams visiting graduate-degree 

granting institutions. 
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10. Many evaluators were aware of the need for sound procedures for 

obtaining evidence. As the anecdote on page 118 illustrates, lack of 

sound evidentiary procedures can have "disastrous effects" on an insti

tution. 

11. Evaluation team members were ambivalent about rendering assis-

tance to institutions during the evaluation visit. Warned by regional 

guidelines and by accreditation studies (e.g., Puffer 1970) about impos

ing their ideas on institutions, over 40 percent of the evaluators claim 

to shun anything having to do with technical assistance. And yet, pro

viding consultation was the one functiqn of the evaluation visit ex

pressly mentioned in policy and procedure statements of the five region

al commissions. It should be noted that for those institutions for whom 

reaffirmation of accreditation is a forgone conclusion, assistance in 

program and management improvement can well be the major purpose of the 

evaluation visit. 

12. Team Meetings, usually held during the evening hours, consumed 

one-fourth of the team's time on site--more than any other single activ

ity. This could reflect the team's concerns for writing an integrated 

report, for avoiding duplication of activity, and for adapting its ap

proach to the particular institution. On the other hand, long meetings 

sometimes take time away from other evaluation activities and may re~ 

flect lack of training and clear specification of the team's responsi

bilities. At least one-third of all evaluators spent time observing 
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instruction--even though most regional guidelines discourage it as in

efficient and ineffective in determining educational effectiveness. 

With respect to specific regions, the following strengths were 

noted in some regions and, potentially, concomitant weaknesses in others. 

• North Central has performed research on evaluation models 

and is developing procedures for conducting the evaluation visit in an 

educational audit format. 

• The Southern region, with an average of almost twelve evalu

ators per team, was able to provide more focused attention to specific 

educational programs, support services, and aspects of administration. 

• Several regions were making use of formal training for eval

uation team members. 

• Most of the five regions used the chairperson's evaluation 

of team members as an information base for selecting future evaluation 

teams. 

• New England and Middle States had team members evaluate the 

performance of the chairperson. 

• With the exception of Middle States, the five regions evinced 

limited cooperation with state agency representatives in making team 

visits. Cooperation with specialized associations occurred in all five 

regions in one-fifth of the visits. 

• Only New England made regular use of the chairpersons in the 

selection of expertise and individuals to be included on evaluation 

teams. 
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• Of the five commissions, only Middle States exhibited a 

strong representation of minority evaluators on the teams which emerged 

from the sample. 

Thus, with respect to the original research objectives of this 

study, the findings lead to two overall conclusions. 

1. The lack of clear specificity of purpose for the evaluation 

team visit rendered it difficult to determine whether the purported 

purposes of the visit were being met. 

2. The major strengths of the evaluation visit lay in the expertise 

and dedication of the volunteer evaluators, and in the willingness of 

the commissions to adapt their procedures to changing needs and new 

technologies. The major weakness in the evaluation team visit was the 

lack of an evaluation framework to guide the work of the evaluation 

teams. 

Recommendations 

The following recommendations were prompted by the findings and 

conclusions of the study. 

1. Regional accrediting commissions should clearly specify the pur

pose of the evaluation visit in light of the overall purposes of region

al accreditation. 

2. Regional accrediting commissions should develop an evaluation 

framework, or genre, to guide team members in accomplishing the purposes 

of the visit. This framework may be an educational audit, an effective

ness evaluation, a comprehensive case study with specified component 



methodologies, or some other model appropriate to the purposes of the 

visit. 
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3. Regardless of which framework is selected, regional accrediting 

commissions should take a systematic approach to its implementation and 

continuation. That is, regional policy and procedures regarding the 

evaluation visit should use consistent terminology and be framed in 

such a way that the self-study guide; the site-visit evaluation model; 

and team selection, training, and evaluation procedures are all inte

grated into a mutually compatible whole. 

4. Regional accrediting commissions should make use of a coordin

ating mechanism, such as the Council for Postsecondary Accreditation, 

to develop state-of-the-art techniques (e.g., evidentiary procedures) 

and consistency across regions with respect to the meaning and purpose 

of the evaluation visit. This recommendation should not be construed 

as recommending uniformity of policy and practice across regions. 

5. For the sake of efficiency and sound management, the following 

practices should become institutionalized in all regional commissions. 

• Periodic training for ali evaluators and chairpersons, re

gardless of previous accrediting team experience. 

• Participation of the team chairperson--after an advance visit 

to the institution--in selecting the types of expertise and disciplines 

to be represented on the evaluation team. 

• Co-visits with state agency and specialized accrediting rep

resentatives whenever possible to maximize the effectiveness of accred

itation and to reduce fragmentation and costs to the institution. 
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• Evaluation of all team members and chairpersons with respect 

to 1) technical expertise, 2) contributions to the team meetings, 3) 

analytic ability, 4) report writing, and 5) relations with the host 

institution. 

• Over the course of each evaluation year, minorities and 

women should be represented as evaluators and team chairpersons in pro

portion to their numbers in member institutions. 

6. Regional policy and procedure statements should clarify the 

difference between gratuitous advice of an evaluation team member and 

the role of technical assistance as an integral part of the site visit. 

Regional commissions should give some thought to ways in which such 

assistance may be incorporated into an already compressed timeframe for 

the typical 3-day visit. 

7. Clearer specification of purposes and procedures for the site 

visit may reduce the proportion of time spent on site in team meetings. 

Nonetheless, the regions should work with chairpersons in making more 

efficient use of meeting time and in maximizing the time which the team 

spends in obtaining evidence and documentation for the evaluation report. 

The hour that the average evaluator spends in observing instruction 

should be applied to inspecting records or interviewing students and 

instructors. 

8. Regional accrediting commissions should draw upon the evaluation 

expertise within academe in the development of an appropriate evaluation 

model for the site visit. There is a place for evaluation professionals 

in the design of this aspect of accreditation, along with higher educa

tion administrators and program specialists. 
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Areas for Additional Research 

During the course of this study, the following areas related to 

the evaluation visit were identified as warranting further research. 

1. The costs of accreditation, both direct expenditures and in-kind 

allocations of staff time, materials, and facilities--for institutional 

as well as specialized accreditation. Along with the costs, the per

ceived benefits for improving educational quality should also be con

sidered. 

2. The amount of attention given by accrediting teams to the under

graduate program of graduate-degree granting institutions. 

3. The influences upon judgments and decision-making during the 

onsite visit process. 

4. Characteristics of effective evaluation team management. 

5. Validation of suggested input and output (outcome) measures 

(or ranges) for various types of institutions. 

Summary 

The evaluation team visit currently used in regional accredita

tion of senior colleges and universities lacks a specifically defined 

purpose and an evaluation framework or model. The work of highly dedi

cated and talented evaluation team members will be greatly enhanced by 

further specification of the purpose of the evaluation visit and adop

tion by each region of an evaluation model designed to achieve that 

purpose. Current progress in training and evaluating team members and 

chairpersons, and in cooperating with other accreditation efforts, will 

further increase the effectiveness of the onsite evaluation process. 



These steps are necessary if regional accreditation is to meet the 

multiple challenges facing it today and if it is to fulfill its poten

tial in assuring and improving educational quality in United States 

higher education. 
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ACCREDITATION TEAM MEMBER QUESTIONNAIRE 

Office 
Use Only I. 
6 __ 1. 

Persona' Background (Circle the nUll1ber of the appropriate answer) 

Sex: 1 Hale 2 Fema'e 2. Race/Ethnic: 1 American Indian 4 Hispanic 
7 __ 

8 __ 

9 __ 

lO_ 

ll_ 

'2_ 

'3_ 

3. 

5. 

2 Asian _rican 5 White 
3 Black 

Age: 1 20-30 4. Current 
2 31-40 Position: 1 Facul ty /Staff 
3 - 41-50 2 Department Head 
4 51-60 3 Dean 
5 61-70 4 Vice President 
6 Over 70 5 President 

6 Trustee 
7 Other 

Institution in which you currently work: 

If educational-· 

.fE!!!!:gl : 
1 Public 
2 Private 

.!:!'!!l: (highest degree offered) 

1 Associate 
Size: 
, 0-1,000 

2 Baccalaureate 
3 Hasters 
4 Doctorate 

If other than educational institution·-

Specify: 

2 1,001-5,000 
3 5,001·10,000 
4 More than 10,000 

14__ 6. Number of accreditation team visits you have made to postsecondary institutions: 

15_ 

16 __ 

17 __ 

18_ 
19_ 
20_ 

21 ---

, 1-3 4 10-12 
2 4-6 5 More than 12 
3 7-9 

II. Function of the Accreditation Visit 

1. Which of the following do you think best describes your role as a member of a 
visitation team in accreditation? (CTrCTe one) 

2. 

1 Educational consultant--to provide program/management review and feedback 

Educational evaluator--to determine effectiveness of the program/management in 
meeting objectives of the institution 

Educational auditor--to verify the information in the institutional self-study 

4 Educational investigator--to determine whether the institution is in compliance 
with regional association standards for that type of institution 

5 Other (specify) 

As you understand the goals of accreditation and the purpose of the onsite visit, -rate 
the following as-- 1) an important purpose, 2) an acceptable purpose, or 3) not a 
purpose of the onsite visit: 

To provide consultation and technical assistance 

To detl!rmine whether the institution has clearly 
defined and appronriate objectives 

To determine educational quality 

To determine institutional integrity 

Important 
Purpose 

To verify (validate) information in the self-study 

To determine whether commission criteria are beinq 
met and are 11 ke ly to conti nue to be met 

Acceptable 
Purpose 

2 

2 
2 
2 
2 

2 

Not a 
Purpose 

3 

3 

3 
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Office 
Use Onl 3. When you are making an onsite accreditatfon vfsit, wllich of the following most 

detennine the procedures you wf11 use? (Rank fn order of importance from 1 to 4, 
i.e., assign the most important a value of "I" and the least important a value of "4") 

22_ 

23_ 

24_ 

25_ 

26_ 

27_ 

2B_ 

29_ 

30_ 

31_ 

32 __ 

33 __ 

34 __ 

35_ 

36_ 

37_ 

__ Self-developed routine which I use in almost all visits 

__ Self-developed procedures whfch suit the particular institution 

__ Procedures specffied by the regional conrnission 

__ Procedures jointly agreed upon.onsite by the accreditation team 

4. What is the primary value you perceive in the onsite visit portion of the accreditation 
process as it it currently carried out? 

5. What are the general weaknesses, if any, you perceive in the way the onsite 
activities are carried out by visitation teams? 

Ill. Most Recent Visitation Team Experience 

1 • For whi ch regi ona 1 hi gher educati on c01Tl11issi on--for bacca 1 aureate degree-granting 
institutions-- have you most recently performed an accreditation vis1t? 

New England Southern Western 

2 Mi ddl e States 4 North Central 6 Northwest 

2. Did that cOlll11ission provide you with any training prior to making an accreditation 
visit for the cOlll11iss10n1 

Yes 
No (Skip to Question 4) 

3. What kind of training was it? (~heck all appropriate) 

Formal training regarding cOlll11ission policies and procedures for the visit (e.g., 
1-3 days) 

Brief previsit orientation (e.g., 1-3 hours) 

Written instructions for personal study prior to the site visit 
4 Other _____________________________________ __ 

4. Did you feel that the commission's instructions provided adequate guidance regarding--

Onsite procedures? 1 Yes 2 No 
Issues to be addressed in your report? 

Comment: 

1 Yes 2 No 
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Office 
Use Only 5. As far as you know, did the conrnisslon conduct any evaluation of your performance on 

the accreditation team? 
38_ 

39 __ 

40 __ 

41 --
42 __ 

43 __ 

44 --
45 __ 

1 Yes 2 No 3 Don't know 

6. Did you assist the conrnission by evaluating the chairperson? 

1 Yes 2 No 

7. What type of institution were you visiting? 

Control: Level: ~: 
'1 Public Bacca laureate 1 0-1,000 
2 Private 2 Masters 2 1,001-5,000 

3 Doctorate 3 5,001-10,000 
4 More than 10,000 

8. What type of visit was it? 

Initial accreditation Note: do not include 

Reaffirmation of accreditation other types of visits 

9. Was the visit conducted in conjunction with--

A specia11zed accredit~tion team visit? Yes No 

A state agency team visi t? Yes No 

10. How much time before arriving at the site for the visit were you able to spend in 
preparation by reviewing the institution's materials? 
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46 __ 
Di d not have time 
to prepare before 
arrival at the site 

1-2 hours 

3-4 hours 

4 5-6 hours 

5 7-8 hours 

6 More than 8 hours 

47_ 
11. How much preparation time onsite, but before the first meeting were you able to spend'! 

Did not have 
any time to spend 

1-2 hours 

3 3-4 hours 

4 5-6 hours 

5 7-8 hours 

6 More than 8 h~urs 

48__ 12. How many days did the visit last? __ days 

13. How much time onsite did you devote to the following activities? 
-- (Hours)" 

49 __ 

50 __ 

51_ 
52_ 

53_ 
54 __ 

55_ 
56_ 
57_ 

58_ 

59 __ i 14. 
I 

1 Interviewing students 

Interviewing faculty and staff 

3 Interviewing admi ni strators 

4 Interviewing board members 

5 Inspecting records, files 

6 Inspecting equipment, facl1i ti es 

7 Observing instructional activities 

8 Meeting with accreditation team 

Report wri ti ng 
10 Other __________ _ 

Note: round off hours 
to the nearest half 
hour, e.g., 1. 5 hours 

Did you assess whether the i nsti tuti on's objectives were cl ear? 

1 Yes 2 No 



Office 
Use Onl 

60_ 

61_ 

62_ 

63_ 

64 __ 

65_ 

66_ 

67 __ 

68 __ 

69 __ 

70 __ 

-4-

15. Did you assess whether the institution's objectives were appropriate? 

Yes 

No 

If yes, what did you consider in making your detennination? 

16. Did you assess whether the institution was meeting its objectives? 

Yes If yes, what evidence did you look at in making your detennination? 

2 No 

17. Which of the following best describes your reading of the institution's self-study? 

1 Skinrned the whole study 
2 Skinrned only those sections relating to the area of responsibility usigned 
3 Skinrned the whole study, but gave special attention to area of responsibility 
4 Read thoroughly, but only those sections relating to area of responsibility 
5 Read thoroughly the entire study 
6 Did not read the institution's self-study (Skip to Question 20) 

18. Did you attempt to verify any of the infonnation contained in the institution's 
self-study? 

1 Yes 2 No (Skip to Question 20) 

19. By what means did you attempt to verify the infonnation contained in the self-study? 

20. What accreditation areas were you responsible for on your last visit? 
(Circle as many as apply from 1 to 9) 

1 Goa ls and Objecti ves 
2 Governance, Administration, Organization 
3 Instructional Staff 
4 Educati ona 1 Program 

~ote: if you circled "4", also answer 
20a; otherwhe ski p to 21. 

5 Students and Student Servi ces 
6 Library and Learning Resources 
7 Faciliti es and Equi pment 
8 Financial Resources 
9 Other 

71__ 20a. Specify the academic units--

1 General 5 Sciences 
2 Humanities 6 Graduate Programs 
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3 Social Sciences 
4 Arts 

7 Professional Fields, _________ _ 

21. Which one of the areas you circled in Question 20 do you feel most. qualified 
72__ to evaluite? 



73 __ 

74 __ 

75 __ 

76 __ 

77 __ 

78 __ 

79 __ 

-5-

22. With respect to the one area you are most qualified to evaluate, 1) what are the 
major indicators of quality, and 2) for each indicator, what evidence would you 
seek to flnd1 ---

Indicators of Quality Evidence to Verify 

23. Have you ever served as the chai rperson of the accreditation team? 

Yes 2 No::> This completes the survey. Thank you for your 
participation. If you have additional comments or 
recommendations regarding the team visit, please use 
the back side of this page. 

24. How many times have yOU served as chairperson? 

1-3 
4-6 

7-9 

4 10-12 

5 More than 12 

25. In your most recent experience as chairperson, did you have a role in determining the 
instructional, administrative, and service areas to be represented on the team? 

1 Yes 2 No 

80 __ 26. Did you evaluate the performance of team members? 1 Yes 2 No 

27. As chairperson, what part of the team visit, if any, did you find most difficult? 
Why? 

If you have additional comments or recommendations regarding the team visit, 
please use the back side of this page. This completes the survey. Thank you 
for your participation. 

Please retum this questionnaire to: Philip J. Silvers 
College of Education 
University of Arizona 85721 
(602) 626-4349 
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THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
T U C SON, A R 1 Z 0 N A 85721 COLLEGE OF EDL'CATlON 

ARIZONA CENTER 
fOR EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH' DEVELOPMENT April 1981 

Dear Accrediting Team Member, 

Your name has been drawn at random from among those persons 
who have recently participated in a regional accreditation visit. 
Your views on that experience can make a significant contribution 
to the improvement of postsecondary accreditation. As the letter 
from the regional accrediting executive in your area indicates 
(see reverse side), the regional associations are interested in 
the results of this survey on the function of visiting teams. The 
Council on Postsecondary Accreditation has also expressed support 
for this study. 

We trust that as an accreditation professional or volunteer, 
you will have a keen interest in providing the accrediting com
munity with empirical data on team visits. Completion of the 
questionnaire should take little more than ten minutes. All 
responses are confidential and individual respondents will be 
given complete anonymity. Your participation is, of course, 
voluntary. 

The return envelop is already addressed with postage affixed. 
In order to complete the project on schedule, we need to have the 
responses by June 15, 1981. Thank you for your contribution. 

Sincerely, 

Philip J. Silvers 
Principal Investigator 

(602) 626-4349 
(602) 299-4292 
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~ NEW ENGLAND ASSOCIA liON OF SCHOOLS AND COLLEGES, INC. 
~131 MIDDLESEX TURNPIKE. BURLIi\;GTOI\.. MASSACHUSETTS 01803 

(017) r2'b4S0 

COMMISSION ON 
INSTITUTIONS OF 
HIGHER EDUCATION 

RICHARD F. GROSS. Chairman (19B2) 
President 
Gordon College 

GORDON S. BIGELOW, Vice Chairman (19B2) 
Vice President 10' Educalional Services 
University 01 Southern Mame 

MARY W. BRACKm (19Bl) 
Academic Dean 
Norwalk Community College 

VIRGINIA P. CLARK (19Bl) 
Prot",or ot EnglISh 
UniverSity 01 Vermont 

ELEANOR M. McMAHON (19Bl) 
Vice President lor AcademiC Affairs 
Rhode Island College 

OSWALO TIPPO (1981) 
Commonwealth Professor 01 Botany 
University 01 Massachusens al Amherst 

ALBERT O. ULLMAN (19Bl) 
Prol",or 01 SOCiology 
Tu"s University 

SHERWOOD E. BAIN (19B2) 
Chairman, Executive CommiUee 
Burgess & Leith, Inc. 
Boston. Massachusens 

JEANNE d'ARC O'HARE, C.S.J (19B2) 
Professor 01 Political Science 
RegIS College 

M. KATHLEEN McGRORY (1983) 
Dean of Arts and Sciences 
Easlern Connecticut St.1te College 

SHERRY H. PENNEY (1983) 
ASSOCiate Provost 
Yale University 

VERY REV. THOMAS R. PETERSON, O.P. 
(19B3) 
PreSII:!enl 
Providence College 

BICE CLEM OW (198.\) 
Contributing Editor 
West Hartford News 
West Hartfora. Connecticut 

THOMAS M. OEBEVOISE (198.\) 
Dean 
Vermont Law School 

DONALO W McNEMAR (1984) 
Assoclnte Professor 01 Government 

an<! Associate Dean ot Faculty 
tor the Social SCiences 

oaMmouth College 

HARRIET W. SHERIDAN (198.\) 
Dean of the College 
Brown Unlverslly 

DinctOf of EnlUl1lon 
WILLIAM J. MacLEOD 

S1aH Alllel.lo 
MILLICENT KALAF 

Dear Colleague: 

The enclosed questionnaire seeks information regarding your 
experience as a team member or chairperson on regional 
accreditation visits. The results of this study will help us 
to assess the perceived strengths and weaknesses in the way 
regional associations carry out one aspect of the accreditation 
process--the onsite team visit. 

The research is being conducted by Philip J. Silvers, a research 
associate at the Arizona Center for Research and Development of 
the University of Arizona. Mr. Silvers, who has ten years' 
experience in directing educational research of national scope, 
will be working in conSUltation with Fred F. Harcleroad of the 
University of Arizona's Center for the Study of Higher Education. 

With your cooperation, the research will be completed in the 
late fall of 1981 and the results shared with all of the re~iona1 
accrediting commissions shortly thereafter. 

Your participation in this study is, of course, voluntary. 
I do hope, however, that you will take a few minutes to complete 
the questionnaire and return it to Mr. Silvers. I believe that 
this is an important project designed to help improve the most 
visible aspect of the accreditation process, the team visit. 

WJM:rlb 
enc. 

itA .,..;:...----
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ehe commission on higher education 3624 MarKel Sireet 
Phtladelpn.a PA 191 O~ 

mso middle states association of colleges and schools 

Dear Colleague: 

XlOO6OOOOX 
215-662-5606 

The enclosed questionnaire seeks information regarding your experience as a 
team member or chairperson on regional accreditation visits. The results 
of this study will help us to assess the perceived strengths and weaknesses 
in the way regional associations carry out one aspect of the accreditation 
process--the onsite team visit. 

The research is being conducted by Philip J. Silvers, a research associate 
at the Arizona Center for Research and Development of the University of 
Arizona. Mr. Silvers, who has ten years' experience in directing educa
tional research of national scope, will be working in consultation with 
Fred F. Harcleroad of the University of Arizona's Center for the Study of 
Higher Education. 

With your cooperation, the research will be completed in the late Fall of 
1981 and the results shared with all of the regional accrediting commissions 
shortly thereafter. 

Your participation in this study is, of course, voluntary. I do hope, 
however, that you will take a few minutes to complete the questionnaire 
and return it to Mr. Silvers. I believe that this is an important project 
designed to help improve the most visible aspect of the accreditation proc
ess, the team visit. 

Sincerely, 

bortKi ~--' xecutive~~ 
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SOUTHERN ASSOCIATION OF COLLEGES AND SCHOOLS 
795 Peachtree Street, N.E .• Atlanta, Ceo'lli. 3Olli5 

Phone 897·6100 Area Code 404 

April 23, 1981 

Dear Colleague, 

The enclosed questionnaire seeks information regarding your expe
rience as a team member or chairperson on regional accreditation 
visits. The results of this study will help us to assess the 
perceived strengths and weaknesses in the way regional associa
tions carry out one aspect of the accreditation process--the 
onsite team visit. 

The research is being conducted by Philip J. Silvers, a research 
associate at the Arizona Center for Research and Development of 
the University of Arizona. Mr. Silvers, who has ten years' expe
rience in directing educational research of national scope, will 
be working in consultation with Fred F. Harcleroad of the Uni
versity of Arizona's Center for the Study of Higher Education. 

With your cooperation, the research will be completed in the late 
fall of 1981 and the results shared with all of the regional ac
crediting commissions shortly thereafter. 

Anonymity of respondents and institutions will be strictly main
tained. No attempt will be made to judge or compare the performance 
quality of teams from the respective regional commissions. 

Your participation in this study is, of course, voluntary. I do 
hope, however, that you will take a few minutes to complete the 
questionnaire and return it to Mr. Silvers. I believe that this 
project has the potential to help improve the most visible aspect 
of the accreditation process, the ·team visit. 

GWS:vd 

Z:~.~ 
Gordon W. Sweet 
Executive Director 
Commission on Colleges 

COMMISSION ON COLLEGES 
Phone 897·6127 Area Code 404 
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North Centrel Allocfetlon 
or Colleg .. end School. 
Comml •• lon on In.tllutlon. 
or Higher Educetlon 

Boulder - May 18, 1981 

Dear Colleague, 

1221 Unlversily Avenue 
Boulder, Colorado 80302 
3031449· 7110 
8001525·0840 

820 Davis Streel 
EvanSlon, illinOIS 60201 
312'864·0740 
800 323·6528 

The enclosed questionnaire seeks information regarding your experience as a team 
member or chairperson on regional accreditation visits. The results of this study 
will help us to assess the perceived strengths and weaknesses in the way regional 
associations carry out one aspect of the accreditation process-the onsite team 
visit. 

The research is being conducted by Philip J. Silvers, a research associate at the 
Arizona Center for Research and Development of the University of Arizona. Mr. 
Silvers, who has ten years' experience in directing educational research of national 
scope, will be working in cODSultation with Fred F. Harc1eroad of the University of 
Arizona's Center for the Study 01 Higher Education. 

With your coopere.tion, the research will be completed in the late fall of 1981 and 
the results shared with all of the regional accrediting commissions shortly 
thereafter. 

Your participation in this study is, of course, voluntary. I do hope, however, that 
you will take a few minutes to complete the questionnaire and return it to Mr. 
Silvers. I believe that this is an important project designed to help improve the 
most visible aspect of the accreditation process, the team visit. 

Sincerely, 

lL.~fM~'· 
Thull'ston E. Manning 
Director of the Commission 
on Institutions of Higher Education 

TEM:ddl 
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NORTHWEST ASSOCIA TJON OF SCHOOLS AND COLLEGES 

COMMISSION ON COLLEGES 

Office of the Executive Director May 1981 

TO: Representatives of Evaluation Committees during 1980-81 Academic 

FROM: 

SUBJ: 

Year to Northwest Senior Colleges and Universities 

Carroll College, Helena, MT 
City College, Seattle, WA 
Co1egio Cesar Chavez, Mt. Angel, OR 
Concordia College, Portland, OR 
Montana College of Mineral Science and Technology 

Butte, MT 
r~ontana State University, Bozeman, 14T 
University of Alaska, Juneau, AK 
University of Oregon Health Sciences Center, 

Portland, OR , 

James F. Bemis, Executive Director ~ ~ 
STUDY OF EVALUATION TEAM'ACTIVITIES 

We have agreed to participate in a nationwide study of evaluation team activities 
conducted by the regional commissions. The study is being conducted by Philip J. 
Silvers of the Center for Educational Research and Development, University of 
Arizona. 

The enclosed questionnaire requests information regarding your experience as a 
member of an evaluation team to a Northwest senior institution in 1980-81. Please 
take a few minutes now to complete the questionnaire and return it to Mr. Silvers. 

The results of the study should help us to assess the way we carry out this important 
part of the accreditation process. We believe the project has good pot~ntia1 to 
help us improve the onsite team visit. 

bo 

3700·8 University Way N.E., Searrle, Washington 98105 Telephone (206) 543·0195 
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C.1 New England 

Characteristics 

Male 
Female 

Work Role 

Faculty / Staff 
Department Head 
Dean 
Vice President 
President 
Other 
Provost 
Vice Provost 

Home Institution 

Public 
Private 

Associate degree 
Baccalaureate 
Masters 
Doctorate 

0-1000 students 
1001-5000 
5001-10,000 
More than 10,000 

Institution Visited 

Public 
Private 

Baccalaureate 
Masters 
Doctorate 

0-1000 students 
1001-5000 
5001-10,000 
More than 10,000 

Team Chairperson 

Total 

Respondents 

N 

37 
21 

9 
8 

17 
12 

3 
8 
o 
1 

23 
31 

1 
12 
28 
13 

8 
23 
15 

8 

26 
32 

26 
28 

4 

12 
37 

6 
3 

6 

57 

Nonrespondents 

N 

9 
5 

2 
1 
2 
4 
2 
2 
1 
o 

5 
9 

1 
5 
4 
3 

4 
3 
6 
1 

6 
8 

2 
12 

° 
4 

10 

° ° 
4 

14 

161 

Nonresponse 
Rate 

% 

20 
19 

18 
11 

'11 
25 
40 
20 

100 
o 

18 
23 

50 
29 
13 
19 

33 
12 
29 
11 

19 
20 

7 
30 

° 25 
21 

° o 

40 

19.7 
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C.2 Middle States 

Characteristics Respondents Nonrespondents Nonresponse 
Rate 

N N % 

Male 42 11 21 
Female 16 3 16 

Work Role 

Faculty/Staff 18 5 22 
Department Head 5 1 17 
Dean 7 1 13 ~-

Vice President 16 3 16 
President 7 2 22 

Other 4 2 33 
Provost 1 0 0 

Vice Provost 0 0 0 

Home Institution 

Public 21 5 19 
Private 36 10 22 

Associate degree 4 0 100 
Baccalaureate 8 6 57 
Masters 16 3 16 
Doctorate 29 5 15 

0-1000 students 5 3 38 
1001-5000 20 4 17 
5001-10,000 8 3 27 
More than 10,000 24 4 14 

Institution Visited 

Public 23 3 12 
Private 35 11 24 

Baccalaureate 20 6 23 
Masters 14 4 22 
Doctorate 24 4 14 

0-1000 students 13 3 19 
1001-5000 23 7 23 
5001-10,000 9 3 25 
More than 10,000 13 1 7 

Team Chairperson 10 1 9 

Total 56 17 23.3 
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C.3 Southern 

Characteristics Respondents Nonrespondents Nonresponse 
Rate 

N N % 

Male 42 10 19 
Female 13 4 24 

Work Role 

Faculty/Staff 10 1 9 
Department Head 10 2 17 
Dean 12 4 25 
Vice President 11 4 27 
President 6 0 0 
Other 5 2 29 
Provost 1 0 0 
Vice Provost 0 0 0 

Home Institution 

Public 30 3 9 
Private 24 11 31 

Associate degree 2 a a 
Baccalaureate 10 5 33 
Masters 22 5 19 

Doctorate 20 4 17 

0-1000 students 4 2 33 
1001-5000 22 5 19 

5001-10,000 13 5 28 

More than 10,000 12 2 14 

Institution Visited 

Public 24 8 25 
Private 31 6 16 

Baccalaureate 28 10 26 
. Masters 10 1 9 
Doctorate 17 3 15 

0-1000 students 0 0 0 
1001-5000 38 11 23 
5001-10,000 0 a 0 
More than 10,000 17 3 18 

Team Chairperson 5 1 17 

Total 55 15 21.4 
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C.4 North Central 

Characteristics Respondents Nonrespondents Nonresponse 
Rate 

N N % 

Male 50 12 19 
Female 13 1 7 

Work Role 

Faculty / Staff 16 6 27 
Department Head 8 1 11 

Dean 14 4 22 
Vice President 14 2 14 

President 9 0 0 
Other 1 0 0 
Provost 0 0 0 
Vice Provost 1 0 0 

Home Institution 

Public 24 7 23 
Private 39 6 13 

Associate degree 0 0 0 
Baccalaureate 25 5 17 
Masters 15 0 0 
Doctorate 23 8 26 

0-1000 students 6 3 33 
1001-5000 29 3 9 
5001-10,000 7 0 0 
More than 10,000 20 7 26 

Institution Visited 

Public 19 6 24 
Private 44 7 14 

Baccalaureate 37 6 14 
Masters 15 2 12 
Doctorate 11 5 31 

0-1000 students 25 2 7 
1001-5000 17 4 19 
5001-10,000 9 1 10 
More than 10,000 12 6 33 

Team Chairperson 13 3 19 

Total 63 13 17.1 



C.5 Northwest 

Characteristics 

Male 
Female 

Work Role 

Faculty/Staff 
Department Head 
Dean 
Vice President 
President 
Other 
Provost 
Vice Provost 

Home .Institution 

Public 
Private 

Associate degree 
Baccalaureate 
Masters 
Doctorate 

0-1000 students 
1001-5000 
5001-10,000 
More than 10,000 

Institution Visited 

Public 
Private 

Baccalaureate 
Masters 
Doctorate 

0-1000 students 
1001-5000 
5001-10,000 
More than 10,000 

Team Chairperson 

Total 

Respondents 

N 

45 
7 

11 
8 

16 
5 
8 
4 
o 
o 

34 
16 

5 
3 

18 
24 

5 
15 
16 
13 

17 
25 

13 
22 
17 

19 
20 

3 
10 

7 

52 

Nonrespondents 

N 

6 
1 

3 
o 
3 
o 
o 
1 
o 
o 

4 
3 

2 
1 
2 
2 

1 
4 
o 
2 

4 
3 

2 
3 
2 

3 
1 
1 
2 

1 

7 

165 

Nonresponse 
Rate 

% 

12 
13 

21 
o 

16 
o 
o 

20 
o 
o 

11 
16 

29 
25 
10 

8 

20 
21 
o 

13 

19 
11 

13 
12 
11 

14 
5 

25 
17 

13 

11.9 
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On the Use of Evidence 

1. "I rely on personal testimony weighed by my practice in judging 
people. Clarity about division of responsibility about procedures." 

2. "Pulled random student transcripts, held interviews, read col
lege records (i.e., hiring practices, quality of faculty, actual course 
offerings) ." 

3. "GREs, papers, exams, NCATE." 

4. "Audit report, budget process and follow through." 

5. "The chairman or faculty should know where majors have gone." 

6. "Student learning outcomes: none directly available." 

7. "Time and space limitations prohibit depth in 'evidence to veri
fy' ." 

8. "Intuition is the most important of all." 

9. "Faculty degrees completed, time on the job, consultant and 
related tasks." 

10. "Trustee minutes." 

11. "It is usually easy to see how administration and governance is 
perceived by the time you meet with trustees, administrators, faculty 
and staff. This is a visible enterprise." 

12. "Several times severe concerns were expressed by group members 
but could not be substantiated--very difficult in a short time to 
validate 'hunches' about weaknesses." 

13. "A clear sense in faculty 8Yld administrators what makes for B.A. 
and M.S. programs: degree programs with coherence, progressing to in
creased mastery of abstract concepts, etc." 

14. "I believe team members could use additional training in how to 
elicit information through interviews and observation." 

15. "Either it's adequate or it's not adequate" (a library). 

16. "Too much time has to be devoted to one's own writing. As a 
consequence, it io frequently the case that an observer's notions be
come the team's law. I frequently have an uneasy feeling about my 
conclusions but feel compelled to present them as fact anyway." 
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Regarding the Role of the Chairperson 

1. "It's important. Must take time for team building, both before 
(in correspondence) and on-site, and continually touching base through
out the visit." 

2. "The process lacks easily defined standards--so much rests with 
the chairperson's strength. All persons who serve should be evaluated 
by chairpersons and the evaluation should be shared with the individual." 

3. "Excessive domination of team chairpersons due to current way 
of structuring visits, i.e., teams are 'workers' for chairs. Not 
effective partners in determining outcomes. The fact that the office 
of 'chai T 7',,'m' exists prior to, during, and after the visit while the 
team ':.,; 'ad hoc' hampers its effectiveness." 

4. "The development of an effective team process is too dependent 
upon the skills of the chair; should be more training in group process." 

5. "Each team chairman uses own or 'personal' style, and newer 
members of the team tend to get lost in detail and lose perspective 
of 'big picture' and purpose of accreditation." 

6. "The area of student affairs is not a high priority content 
area of most team chairs or institutional self-study reports. It 
should be!" 

7. "The ability of the chairman to delegate and define individual 
responsibility is the key to a successful visit." 

8. "I would value the opportunity to receive some kind of evalua
tion from the chair of the team." 

9. "In general: poor division of labor on part of chairperson. 
Team not well organized. Lack of a conceptual thrust for a visit so 
that the report lacks coherence." 

10. "The relative strengths of the visit will be influenced for 
better or worse by the organizational ability of the chairperson,. '.'. 

Chairpersons' Perceptions of Area of Greatest Difficulty in Chairing 
a Team 

from 
Such 

1. "Getting team members to repress their' own prejudices or 
trying to impose their way of doing something as 'the only way. ' 
prejudices and unsolicited advice on 'how to do it' are not part of 
the accreditation process." 

" 



2. "The most difficult is developing a team cohesiveness as to 
how it should evaluate an institution as a whole. Specialty areas, 
biases, and misunderstanding of standards and process can get in the 
way." 

3., "Writing the report; as for the actual visit, no areas of 
difficulty." 

4. "Keeping on schedule." 

5. "Getting the team to meet deadlines and final report draft 
and revisions." 
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6. "Coordinating the various team members working on the educational 
program section." 

7. "Competent coverage of all program areas. Make-up of team--too 
much overlap among members." 

8. "Coordinating conferences with appropriate personnel at an 
institution for a 'focused' visit." 

9. "Concern that we serve as effective consultants as well as 
performing in evaluative roles." 

10. "Had a good team at a difficult-to-appraise institution seeking 
accreditation for the first time. Relating the self-study to the 
institution was most difficult--the team had to 'start from scratch. ' 
I have been an examiner for more than two decades. While I think your 
survey is a most worthwhile venture, I think it lacks a way to get at 
institutional dynamics, and I'm not sure I know how I could help on this 
score. A good visit always results in a report that is greater than 
the sum of the parts." 

11. "Keeping one member of the team from sharing personal experiences 
from the home campus and getting the work done systematically and with 
dispatch." 

12. "Zero." 

13. "Reconciling the team's observations." 

14. "The first evening with the team is an im;ortant meeting. It 
must go well. The second evening is important al~o but you must struc
ture the team's time to be sure the team does what it should rather than 
what it wants to do the second day. Being sure that the team works hard 
on important issues is the most important and the most difficult." 

15. "Writing the final report. This is always the most difficult 
because you have a variety of audiences to please and you want to make 
the narrative lively and accurate. This takes intense effo,rt." 



16. "Not a major problem: keeping team's attention focused on 
agreed-upon emphases and criteria." 

17. "Decision as to whether or not it should be accredited." 

18. "Scheduling." 

19. "Time management and writing the final report." 

20. "Report writing--because of delay in receiving other team 
members' contributed reports." 

21. "Being sure that the team has made a thorough and obj ective 
evaluation and a recommendation that is justified by the evidence. 
Reason: it is difficult to cover all the ground in 3 days." 
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22. "Coordination and consistency among members of team; ass~ring 
depth of coverage during a finite period av.gilab1e to them." 

23. "To do a fair evaluation in a short period of time." 

24. Writing of report as a fair representation of all team members." 

25. "Taking reports from team members and writing one concise, 
readable report." 

26. "Editing of reports into a unified total report. Differing 
degrees of verbosity and astuteness in the individual summaries." 

27. "It does require considerable effort to see that team responsi
bilities are clear, to keep everything on schedule, to see that the 
review is thorough within the time available, to develop committee 
agreement, and to write a unified report." 

28. "Working effectively with a team comprised of 40 percent first
time evaluators." 

29. "Working with one team member who could not write, drank too 
much, was arrogant and as diplomatic as a hog on ice. Generally 
speaking, he was a bastard. But please, only one such in 10-12 
chairmanships." 

30. "Writing the final report. Team contributions were of varying 
quality, needed editing, and in some instances, softening in light of 
final recommendations." 

31. "Variability in gestalt views 1.:0 see whole institution or pro
gram functioning rather than a piece. Helping teams to get inside the 
institution to determine the rationale and position from their viewpoint 
and a bit less from the accreditor's experience." 
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32. "Luncheon with the president following the team's oral report." 

33. "Not knowing the actual competence of each team member in the 
accrediting process." 

34. "Financial assessment. I have little expertise here." 

35. "Writing a clear and comprehensive report based on the work and 
input of all evaluation team members. Lack of time made it difficult 
to tie up loose ends, fill in gaps, verify some details, and clarify 
notes and outlines." 

36. (Need to give) "greater importance to the chairperson's 
preliminary visit before the selection of team members appropriate to 
the institution as it is now. Admonish the institution (regarding 
what to expect)." 

. 
37. "Working for the first time with a stclte-sponsored accrediting 

team." 

38. "Getting team members to write individual reports (without over
lap) that I could integrate into the report." 

39. "Report writing and proper interpretation of team members' 
findings is always hard--I ask members to finish reports before leaving 
so that the final document has their best thinking." 

40. "Preparation of the oral report to the administration. Too 
little time, lateness of submission of written reports by team members; 
difficulty in summarizing findings succinctly." 

41. "Pulling diverse points of view of the team together." 

42. "Keeping schedule of work of all members moving properly. Time 
constraints!" 

43. "One team member out ot twelve could not 'evaluate' or write 
well·--the rest of the team essentially covered his responsibilities." 

44. "There are always a few persons who are inexperienced who need 
some guidance to avoid reflecting their personal whims in their re
porting. Some cannot write well." 

45. "None." 

Miscellaneous Comments Concerning the Accrediting Process 

1. "I was associated with top flight people in their fields who knew 
their stuff. This is the most important thing: choose excellent people 
and let them go about the job in the way that seems to them--and, 
especially, to the chairman--to make the most sense." 



2. "Not enough attention to academic program, curriculum, and 
quality of instruction. Too few members of evaluation teams are 
faculty and the few are spread thinly on visits." 
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3. "Not enough attention to whether an institution should engage 
in certain objectives. Team may only verify that an objective is being 
addressed." 

4. Regarding indicators of quality: "Holy petunias! This would 
most certainly be a dissertation topic. I've been working on this issue 
with professional associations . • • for years with little ground 
covered. I have my own list of indicators and verifiers which I've 
used in training teams for the Association . " 

5. Regarding weaknesses: "The idea held by some that the accredita
tion process should be uniform and always quantifiable." 

6. "It seems uncertain that a concerted effort by the committee is 
being made to determine whether or not the core curriculum requirement 
reflects the philosophy and stated purposes of the college. For example, 
lofty cultural claims in the stated' purpose might not be reflected in the 
core by a fine arts requirement. It seems unclear as to how questions 
of this nature might be raised in committee processes." 

7. "There seems to be a lack of parliamentary or other systematic 
method of determining committee consensus. There seems to be a reluc
tance to make suggestions or recommendations which do not already appear 
in the self-study." 

8. "If I wanted to improve the quality of the accreditation process 
I would do only one thing--improve the quality of the people involved. 
That is to say, an institution should pick its best people to involve 
in the self-study, and provide its best people to the accrediting com
mission for service on the Commission and on the review teams. I strongly 
believe in the process." 

9. "Limited time. However, if members of the visiting committee 
have done their homework before arriving, there is sufficient time for 
interviewing, thinking, and writing the report." 

10. Regarding weaknesses: "Lack of qualitative standards which rely 
on the intuitive judgment and often strike at the heart of an issue that 
the quantitative analysis misses entirely." 

11. "Weakness of the onsite visit: It is not comprehensive enough. 
It is more effective with smaller and/or less prestigious institutions. 
It is too focused on level of degree, therefore often attending only to 
graduate programs at an institution at the expense of an evaluation of 
baccalaureate programs." 



12. "If anything, written instructions are too detailed and too 
prescriptive." 
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13. "Regarding the function of the accreditation visit, the purpose 
and character of the visit clearly vary with the type and condition of 
the institution visited." 

14. "Too much onsite procedure could be counterproductive, but some 
attempt at providing mOre onsite structuring of time would help." 

15. "Student services areas are not all included in association 
guidelines." 
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