
 

 

Suggestions on What Should Be Included in the Narrative for Each Standard 
 

The following are standard-by-standard suggestions for preparing and reviewing drafts of each 

section of the self-study. Each workgroup may find it useful to discuss these suggestions during 

their group meetings.     
 

Standard One: Mission, Organization, Governance, and Planning 
 

Mission and Purposes 

The mission forms the basis of evaluating the institution against the Standards for Accreditation. 

In this section, the institution conveys its mission and describes the process and timing of arriving 

at the mission. The section also helps the reader understand how widely the mission is understood 

and how well it forms the basis of institutional action. Include the (short) history of the institution 

in the preface piece; refer to it in this section if useful, but make sure the section is about the 

mission, not primarily about the history.  
 

• Include the mission statement early in the section, so all readers can see it as part of the 

information about the institution. 

• Discuss the implications of the institution’s statement of its mission. Include a few short 

illustrations of how the institution has used the mission statement as a guide to help 

make choices among alternatives. 
 

Reviewing Your Draft 

• Is the mission clear enough to guide the institution in making choices among 

alternatives?  Do you give examples of how the institution’s mission has been used to 

guide the institution in making choices, setting limits, allocating resources, or 

developing opportunities? 

• Do you indicate how the mission guides the activities of various units within the 

institution (e.g., through the mission’s statement of the institution’s distinctive 

character and specification of the students the institution seeks to serve)? 

• Does the section let the reader know whether the mission is well known and understood 

and widely accepted? If there is confusion about the mission statement – or a failure by 

some to embrace the mission statement – what action will the institution take 

(Projection section) to address this? 
 

Planning and Evaluation 

More than any other single place in the self-study, this section demonstrates the institution’s ability 

to assess and ensure institutional effectiveness. The subheading Planning and Evaluation provides 

the institution with the opportunity to show how action is based on planning and how future action 

and planning come from evaluation. 
 

• Include information to support Standard 1.14. Avoid simply asserting, for example, 

that planning is “beyond short-term” or “realistic.”  How can you demonstrate that it is 

so? 

• Avoid simply stating a description of the various types of planning; a planning focus 

that includes only a paragraph or two about each planning effort doesn’t help the reader 



understand the overview of planning: how it generally has occurred and the integration 

of various types of plans (e.g., strategic, academic, facilities, financial). 

• Mention (and where useful provide a short discussion) of major decisions that have 

grown out of planning (e.g., to internationalize the institution, to increase support for 

research, to offer programs at the higher degree). 

• Have prior planning and evaluation efforts been successful?  Have they generally been 

implemented in ways that have improved the institution or enhanced institutional 

effectiveness? If not, what has the institution learned from its mistakes? 

• The self-study can provide a useful opportunity for the institution to review how well 

the various types of planning are integrated. For example, is academic planning 

integrated with financial planning? 

• Spend as much time talking about evaluation as about planning. How does the 

institution determine its effectiveness?  Evaluation can include evidence from surveys, 

program reviews, outside audits, visiting committees, student assessment, transcript 

reviews, consultants, and other sources. 

• Include enough information about the evaluation to indicate some findings and some 

follow-up action – don’t just say that an evaluation was done. Refer the visiting team 

to evaluation studies (and program reviews, etc.) that will be available in the team 

room. 

• Talk about who gets evaluation results and how they use them. Include examples of 

when systematic evaluation has been used to improve the institution. Talk about the 

processes that the institution has in place to ensure this will happen. 
 

Reviewing your draft of Planning and Evaluation 
 

• Do you demonstrate that planning and evaluation are systematic, comprehensive, 

broad-based, integrated, and appropriate to the institution?  

• Do you show how the various aspects of institutional planning – e.g., strategic, 

academic, facilities, financial – are integrated?  Do you discuss areas in which 

integration has been lacking or could be improved? 

• Do you indicate how useful and effective planning activities have been?  Have they set 

the institution on realistic and effective courses of action?  Has the institution’s 

planning been effective at helping the institution anticipate issues as well as respond to 

problems? 

• Is there a clear relationship between the institution’s planning activities and its ability 

to attain its “purposes and objectives both inside and outside the classroom?” 

• Have you included examples of evaluation – including the findings – where the findings 

influenced subsequent institutional planning? 
 

Governance 

Institutions vary widely in how they are organized and in their systems of governance, depending 

on the institution’s control, mission, age, and history. While it is important that external audiences 

understand how the institution is organized and governed in relation to the Standards, it is key that 

the institution, through the process of self-study, keeps its major focus on the extent to which its 

system of organization and governance promotes overall institutional effectiveness. 
 



• Governance is the system by which institutions make major decisions; this section 

should describe how that happens and offer the institution’s own assessment of how 

well the governance system supports the institution’s ability to do that. Focus on the 

overall effectiveness of the organization and governance system. Specific examples can 

help with the institution’s own appraisal and help the team understand how the 

institution functions. 

• The Commission appreciates the importance of a strong and effective governing board 

and internal governance structure for the overall success of the institution.  

• The section should also indicate how the system has been improved, because of 

evaluation and assessment, and present any commitments for further improvement. 

Include examples. 

• This section should include evidence that the board systematically develops, ensures, 

and enhances its own effectiveness through orientation, professional development, 

effective self-assessment, and regular evaluation an external perspective [and that it] 

addresses its goals for diversity within its membership. 

• It is particularly important that this section ensures that through the institution’s 

organization and governance system the faculty have the primary responsibility for the 

content, quality, and effectiveness of the curriculum.   
 

Reviewing the Draft of the Governance  
 

• Does the section go beyond a description of the institution’s organization and system 

of governance to provide evidence of their effectiveness? 

• Does the institution have a system to regularly review its organization and system of 

governance and use the results for improvement? 

• Are there sufficient examples and evidence included to demonstrate where the 

organization and governance is effective and to help the reader understand where the 

institution has identified its own areas of concern? 

• Is there evidence that the Board incorporates an external perspective into its evaluation 

process? 

• Are the Board’s role and goals clearly articulated? 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Standard Two:  The Academic Program, Faculty, and Students 
 

The Academic Program 

This section must prove that the institution works systematically and effectively to plan, provide, 

oversee, evaluate, improve, and ensure the academic quality and integrity of its academic programs 

and the credits and degrees awarded.  The institution sets a standard of student achievement 

appropriate to the degree or certificate awarded and develops the systematic means to understand 

how and what students are learning and to use the evidence obtained to improve the academic 

program. 

 

• Discuss how the institution sets learning goals and requirements for each program 

and how the institution assesses student learning regarding that standard. 

• Discuss how the institution complies with the Commission’s Policy on Credits and 

Degrees and expectations regarding transfer of credit and credit hour regulations. 

• The section should address all modes of delivery offered. 

• At some points, the material in this Standard relates to other Standards.  For 

example, the assessment of academic quality is referenced both here and in the 

Standard Four. Coordination between the two is useful at some point. 

• The subsection on Transfer Credit will provide the reader with a clear 

understanding of the institution’s policies and procedures related to the acceptance 

of transfer credit, and confirm that, at the graduate level, the institution accepts 

credits in transfer on a strictly limited basis to preserve the integrity of the degree 

awarded. 

• While all relevant parts of the Standard must be addressed, because of the centrality 

and complexity of this section it can be particularly useful to consider from the 

beginning where the institution will place special emphasis and get the greatest 

benefit from self-study.  
 

REVIEWING YOUR DRAFT OF THE ACADEMIC PROGRAM 

• Does the section address how the institution meets the Standard with respect to 

programs offered regardless of the mode of instruction? 

• Does the section reflect institutional findings with respect to what and how students 

are learning?  Does the section go beyond assertions of findings and include 

summaries or sufficient examples?  Does the section discuss how the institution has 

or is developing a systematic approach to understanding student learning?  

(Coordinate with the Standard Four workgroup.) 

• Does this section address applicable policies, including the policy on credits and 

degrees and transfer credit? 

• Does this section address the standard of student achievement established for the 

degrees awarded? 
 

Faculty and Academic Staff 

The quality of an institution’s academic program, and thus its overall educational effectiveness, 

depends centrally on its faculty and academic support staff (e.g. advisors, librarians, instructional 

designers). While issues relating to faculty are found in other sections, this section primarily 

concerns itself with the qualifications, employment, assignment, professional development, and 



evaluation of the institution’s faculty and academic staff.  This section focuses on the effectiveness 

of teaching methods, instructional techniques, delivery systems, and advising practices. 
 

• Remember to include faculty teaching in all programs and all modes of delivery 

(e.g., off-campus, distance learning, branch campus, overseas sites, instruction 

carried out through institutional ‘contractual relationships’). 

• Where the institution has undergone significant change in its academic program or 

mission, or where the institution has added programs at remote locations or through 

distance learning, issues relating to faculty may be more complex than has 

previously been the case. The self-study can be a useful opportunity for the 

community to consider the extent to which changes in the institution are 

appropriately reflected in how matters relating to faculty and other academic staff 

are addressed. 

• This Standard includes the expectation that faculty and academic staff 

responsibility includes the systematic understanding of effective teaching/learning 

processes and outcomes.  The self-study can provide a useful way to address how 

the institution is undertaking to ensure this aspect of the faculty and academic staff 

role. 

• Improving the system of academic advising is a priority on many campuses. While 

advising may be done by people with a variety of titles, the topic should be 

addressed in this section of the self-study. 

• The institution’s faculty are referred to in other sections of the Standards.  Time can 

usefully be spent at the beginning of the process identifying potential areas of 

overlap and determining how they will be addressed. 
 

Reviewing your draft of Faculty and Staff 

• Are the roles and responsibilities of the faculty and academic staff consistent with 

the institution’s mission? 

• Are faculty categories, including full- and part-time, clinical, research, or adjunct, 

and qualifications clearly defined? 

• Are the roles, responsibilities, and qualifications of academic staff (librarians, 

advisors, instructional designers, and others involved in the academic enterprise) 

clearly defined? 

• Is appropriate regard given to faculty teaching in all aspects of the institution’s 

programs, regardless of location, mode of offering or of the employment 

circumstances of the individuals? 

• How do you demonstrate that all faculty (full- and part-time, clinical, research, 

adjunct) are appropriately integrated into the department and institution and have 

appropriate opportunities for professional development. 

• Does the draft give appropriate regard to academic support staff? 
 

Students 

The section should describe the characteristics of the student populations it seeks to serve and 

maintains an orderly and ethical program of recruitment and admission.  The visiting team will 

want to understand the systems and processes that are in place to meet the needs of incoming 

students.  The discussion should go beyond an office-by-office examination of offerings. Indeed, 

the team working on this section has the difficult and important task of both providing an integrated 



view of the student body and the services provided to them. The institution should demonstrate 

that all its students, wherever or however they are pursuing an academic program, are served 

appropriately, according to the institution’s mission and the characteristics and learning needs of 

the student population.  
 

• Is the institution successful in attracting and retaining the student body it seeks to 

serve, based on its stated mission?  NOTE: Standard 3.2 references enrollment 

goals. 

• Has the institution included its enrollment goals, and the processes by which it 

addresses its own goals? 

• Has the institution identified the appropriate services for its student body (bodies), 

and are those services being delivered effectively? 

• Are all students being served appropriately, regardless of degree level, campus 

location, or mode of program delivery? 
 

Reviewing your draft of Students 

• Does the section introduce the reader to the institution’s student body (all 

programs, all locations, all modalities)? 

• Does the section start from the ability of the institution to attract and retain a 

student body consistent with the institution’s mission? 

• Does the institution understand the characteristics and learning needs of the 

students?  Does the self-study provide an integrated look at the services offered 

and their effectiveness? 

• Are all student populations, regardless of degree level, location, and mode of 

program delivery included in the consideration? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Standard Three:  Institutional Resources – Financial Resources and Human, 

Physical, Information and Technological Resources 
 

Institutional Resources 

The Commission’s institutions of higher education vary considerably in several ways, including 

in human, financial, and information, physical, and technological resources. Members of the 

visiting team will be eager to understand the institution’s approach to ensuring that there are 

sufficient resources to achieve its mission and purposes, and that there are policies and procedures 

in place to monitor the effectiveness of its resources. Among the Commission’s membership are 

some of the very wealthiest institutions of higher learning in the country, as well as institutions 

whose financial viability is fragile.  These include adherence to generally accepted principles of 

sound financial management, integrity, participatory and integrated financial planning, and a clear 

focus on ensuring that financial resources – considered to be limited at even the wealthiest 

institutions – are purposefully directed toward achieving the institution’s mission. 
 

Financial Resources 
 

• Institutions with fragile financial resources are encouraged to demonstrate to the 

Commission that they are fully aware of their own financial circumstances and have 

the capacity and commitment to monitor their own circumstances, make prudent 

decisions, and maintain appropriate academic integrity while seeking additional 

sources of revenue. 

• A reminder that you will want to familiar with the financial information provided in 

the NECHE dashboards, particularly those reflecting financial resources, at the 

beginning of the process.  

• Tables, charts, and graphs can effectively show financial trends over time. Include 

specific numbers in this section that give a clear picture of the present reality separate 

from the information provided in the dashboards. Demonstrate that financial planning 

for the future is realistic considering past and present financial circumstances. 
 

Human, Physical, Information and Technological Resources 

• Ensure a major focus on the use and impact of the library and technology, particularly 

on student learning to demonstrate that the institution has sufficient and appropriate 

information, physical, and technological resources necessary for the achievement of its 

purposes wherever and however its academic programs are offered.   

• Consider the level of materials and services in relationship to the institution’s mission. 

Institutions with missions that include graduate study require additional resources and 

expertise. 

• The emphasis should be balanced to include considerations of effective use and impact 

of library and other information resources, not simply an accounting of inputs. 

• The discussion related to Human Resources should demonstrate that staffing is 

sufficient across the institution to support its mission and purposes.  

• Make sure to consider institutional resources as they relate to all students of the 

institution wherever and however they are pursuing their academic program (e.g., 

branch campuses, other instructional locations, students enrolled in distance learning 

programs, and students at overseas locations.) 
 



Reviewing your draft of Institutional Resources 

• Does the self-study demonstrate that staffing is sufficient across the institution (all 

locations, all programs, all modalities) to support the institution’s mission and 

purposes? 

• Are the financial circumstances presented in sufficient detail to demonstrate the 

institution’s understanding of its financial position? 

• Are issues such as risk analysis and the role of the board in considering initiatives with 

significant financial implications? 

• Does the institution’s description of its financial circumstances reflect the data 

presented to support the narrative? 

• What other institutional choices are clearly related to financial resources?  How has the 

institution’s planning and evaluation integrated financial considerations into those 

choices? 

• Where the institution has undertaken significant new ventures, is there a clear 

accounting of all direct and indirect costs as well as the revenue, so that the institution 

can monitor the effect of the new activity on the financial status of the institution? 

• Does the discussion of library and technology planning and resource allocation align 

with or reference discussions in related standards  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Standard Four: Educational Effectiveness and the Success of All Students 
 

This section emphasizes the Commission’s heightened attention on student success and 

achievement institution demonstrates its effectiveness by ensuring satisfactory levels of student 

achievement on mission-appropriate student outcomes.  Based on verifiable information, the 

institution understands what its students have gained because of their education and has useful 

evidence about the success of its graduates.  This information is used for planning and 

improvement, resource allocation, and to inform the public about the institution.  Student 

achievement is at a level appropriate for the degree awarded. In addition to understanding 

“multiple student bodies, by degree level, location, modality, or other variable, the visiting team 

will also want to understand the institution’s goals related to student achievement and retention, 

graduation, and job placement rates, as well as the institution’s success in achieving those goals.  

The NECHE Dashboards also reflect the heightened attention on demonstrating student success 

and achievement as reflected.  As applicable, institutions will report data related to IPEDs retention 

and graduation, IPEDs Outcomes Measures, and National Student Clearinghouse Bachelor and 

Associate cohorts entering 6 years ago and 4 years ago.  

 

• Does the institution include details on ensuring satisfactory levels of student 

achievement on mission-appropriate student outcomes? Does the institution 

understand what its students have gained because of their education by including 

explicit outcomes, e.g., degree completion, transfer readiness, licensure, or 

employability? (4.1) 

• Does your draft include “verifiable statements of what students are expected to 

gain, achieve, demonstrate, or know by the time they complete their academic 

program”? (4.2) 

• Does the institution define and assess measures of success if IPEDS data do not 

fully reflect your student population?   Standards related to retention and graduation 

provide the opportunity to consider appropriate measures of success in this regard 

and to assess the institution’s effectiveness. 

✓ Describe additional success measures for:  

▪ Adult learners 

▪ Part-time students 

▪ Transfer-heavy populations 

• Consider the variety of methods used by the institution to assess and evaluate 

student learning and achievement for all student bodies.   Are assessment plans and 

measures applied consistently to all student populations? 

✓ Ensure assessment tools are the same across all modalities. 

✓ Explain why any benchmarks may differ intentionally in detail. 

✓ Emphasize regular cycles of data collection and review with dates. 

✓ Describe ongoing quality assurance practices outside of the assessment 

cycle.  

• Consider the process for setting retention, graduation, and job placement goals, 

gathering and evaluating data, and using assessment results to inform decision-

making and resource allocation. 

✓ Provide concrete examples of how assessment results led to program 

revisions, new investments, and changes in student support.  



• Does the institution provide evidence about the success of its graduates? 

✓ What metrics define success for graduates? 

✓ How are outcomes tracked after graduation? 

✓ Are job placement rates included? 

 

Reviewing your draft of Educational Effectiveness and the Success of All Students 
 

• Does the section provide specific and quantitative information regarding how the 

institution defines measures of student success and levels of achievement, including 

rates of progression, retention, transfer, and graduation; default and loan repayment 

rates; licensure passage rates, and employment?  

o Data should be embedded alongside the narrative interpretation. Reviewers 

should not have to search for the data. 

o Trends are discussed, not just presented in tables or charts.  

• If appropriate, does the self-study discuss how goals for students co-curricular 

learning are established and assessed?  Does the discussion relate appropriately to 

the discussion on co-curricular experiences in the section on Students? 

o Are co-curricular activities discussed and aligned to institutional and 

program learning outcomes? 

o Are co-curricular activities connected to the discussion in the students' 

section? 

• Are data appropriately integrated into the narrative to reflect all students, all 

locations, and all modalities, and in a manner that “tells the institution’s story” as 

it relates to student success and achievement? 

o Are the limitations and use of the data discussed to strengthen credibility? 

o Does the data and examples demonstrate continuous improvement?  
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Standard Five: Integrity, Transparency, and Public Disclosure 
 

Because accreditation is a process of self-regulation, the Commission relies on institutions to act 

with integrity when dealing with internal and external constituencies. Through the self-study 

process, the institution is afforded the opportunity to examine its policies and procedures for 

assuring institutional integrity and to review – or, as appropriate, to develop – evidence that speaks 

to the effectiveness of institutional mechanisms and to help assure that such evidence is used for 

improvement.  
 

The self-study can provide a structured opportunity to consider how well members of the 

community act responsibly and with integrity and how well it fosters an atmosphere where issues 

of integrity can be openly considered.  To ensure that students, prospective students, and the public 

at large have information about an institution that is “complete, accurate, timely, readily accessible, 

clear, and sufficient” (bolded statement of the standard), higher education now requires institutions 

to communicate electronically as well as on paper. Achieving coordination and consistency, as 

well as ensuring timeliness, can be a significant challenge. In addition, many institutions must now 

reach students and prospective students who are studying at remote locations or through distance 

learning programs. The self-study process can provide a useful opportunity to review or audit 

publications, both print and electronic.  
 

• Where are statements about educational goals for students and information on 

student success at reaching those goals? 

• To be effective, policies and procedures to ensure fairness and integrity must be 

generally available and well known to the campus community. Consider what kinds 

of evidence will demonstrate that such procedures are trusted and used regularly. 

• Institutions that offer academic programs at multiple locations or through distance 

learning, as well as on-ground instruction, should include all locations and 

instructional modalities in their consideration of integrity. 

• How does the institution demonstrate its responsibility for ethical administration 

and oversight of all activities bearing its name? 

• Elements of other standards also concern themselves with matters related to 

institutional integrity. It may prove fruitful to establish early in the process how the 

self-study team wishes to deal with such instances. 

• While a review of current work can be useful, institutions are also encouraged to 

examine whether the institution has the mechanisms in place to ensure that 

appropriate consideration to timeliness, usefulness, accuracy, comprehensiveness, 

and availability will characterize the institution’s publications into the future. 

• Visit your website as though you were a prospective student. Can you readily find 

information that informs you about (or tells you how to get information about) 

important information, such as admissions?  Educational costs and the availability 

of financial aid?  Expected student indebtedness at graduation?  Program 

requirements?  Special opportunities for students?  Services for disabled students? 

• Do publications, electronic as well as on paper, clearly communicate essential 

information about the institution (e.g., location, contact information, range of 

programs and locations, faculty, policies, affiliations of Board members, where to 

find additional information)? 



• Can prospective students and other members of the interested public clearly tell 

what’s on offer at the institution through its readily available publications, 

including its web pages, blogs,  or forms of social media? 

REVIEWING YOUR DRAFT OF INTEGRITY, TRANSPARENCY, AND PUBLIC DISCLOSURE 

• Does the self-study consider how and how well the institution assures integrity at 

all locations and for students studying through all modalities?  

• Does the section go beyond assertions that the institution subscribes to and 

advocates high ethical standards in the management of its affairs and in its dealings 

with students, prospective students, faculty, staff, its governing board, external 

agencies and organizations, and the general public. What evidence is presented to 

support the claim? 

• Does the section address information available to students and prospective students 

at all instructional locations where students might complete all or essentially all 

their academic program?  Where applicable, does it address information for 

students and prospective students studying at a distance? 

• Have you addressed the institution’s ready availability of valid documentation to 

support any statements of its goals for students’ education and the success of 

students achieving those goals? Do those statements present a fair representation of 

the institution? 

• Does the institution have a regular process to ensure the accuracy, currency, and 

comprehensiveness of its publications? 

• Does the self-study go beyond inputs (e.g., having a policy on non-discrimination) 

to looking at effectiveness (how well the policy is working)?  Is the atmosphere 

supporting integrity part of the considerations discussed in this section? 

• Are policies like transfer credit, student complaints, anti-discrimination, etc. clear 

and easily found?  
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