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Who Are the Relevant Accreditors?

Do Their Standards Define (or even Mention) Strategic Planning?
Can You Ignore Strategic Planning Because It Isn’t Mentioned?
How Do Accreditation Rules Help or Hinder a School’s Planning Efforts?

I.
Who Are the Relevant Accreditors?

A.
May differ based on law school’s organization
1.
University-based law schools; ABA; AALS (optional); regional accreditors
2.
Independent law schools: ABA; AALS (optional); regional accreditors (optional)

B.
ABA (www.abanet.org/legaled)

C.
AALS is not an accreditor, but we can’t ignore it because so many schools are members (cf. Coif) (www.aals.org)
D.
Regional Accreditors:


1.
Middle States Association of Colleges and Schools (www.msche.org)


2.
New England Association of Schools and Colleges (www.neasc.org)


3.
North Central Association of Colleges and Schools (www.ncahigherlearningcommission.org)


4.
 Northwest Commission on Colleges & Universities (www.nwccu.org)


5.
Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (www.sacscoc.org)


6.
Western Association of Schools and Colleges (www.wascsenior.org/wasc/)
II.
Do Their Standards Define (or even Mention) Strategic Planning?

A.
ABA Standards
[image: image1.png]Standard 202. SELF STUDY

Before each site evaluation visit the dean and faculty of a law school shall develop a written
self study, which shall include a mission statement. The self study shall describe the
program of legal education, evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the program in light
of the school’s mission, set goals to improve the program, and identify the means to
accomplish the law school’s unrealized goals.

Interpretation 202-1

A current self study shall be submitted by a law school seeking provisional approval, a
provisionally approved law school before its annual site evaluation, and a fully approved law
school before any regular or special site evaluation.

Standard 203. STRATEGIC PLANNING AND ASSESSMENT

In addition to the self study described in Standard 202, a law school shall demonstrate that

means to achieve the established goals, assesses its success in realizing the established goals

and periodically re-examines and appropriately revises its established goals.




B.
AALS: Bylaw 6-10 Financial Resources
[image: image2.png]Bylaw Section 6-10. Financial Resources.

a A member school shall maintain a financial structure sufficiently strong to enable it
to pursue excellence and to fulfill the obligations of membership.

5 The facuity’s Judgment concaming the schoofs pprtunites and needs shal b=
given appropriate weight by the law school administration and by the university of whicl
a part in the decisions regarding the allocation of resources so as to support the school's

ability to comply with the obligations of membership.

® A member school, acting in consultation with faculty, shall have wide discretion,
compatible with the university's overall interests, to raise funds to supplement the financial
support it receives from the university.




C.
Regional Accreditors
Commission on Colleges, Southern Association of Colleges and Schools, The Principles of Accreditation: Foundations for Quality Enhancement (2008), available at http://www.sacscoc.org/pdf/2008PrinciplesofAccreditation.pdf.


1.
Section 2 Core Requirements

[image: image3.png]25

The institution engages in ongoing, integrated, and institution-wide
research-based planning and evaluation processes that (1) incorporate
a systematic review of institutional mission, goals, and outcomes; (2)
result in continuing improvement in institutional quality; and (3)
demonstrate the institution is effectively accomplishing its mission.
(Institutional Effectiveness)




[image: image4.png]2.12 The institution has developed an acceptable Quality Enhancement
Plan (QEP) that (1) includes a broad-based institutional process iden-
tifying key issues emerging from institutional assessment, (2) focus-
es on learning outcomes and/or the environment supporting student
learning and accomplishing the mission of the institution, (3) demon-
strates institutional capability for the initiation, implementation, and
completion of the QEP, (4) includes broad-based involvement of
institutional constituencies in the development and proposed imple-
mentation of the QEP, and (5) identifies goals and a plan to assess
their achievement. (Quality Enhancement Plan)




Core Requirement 2.11.1 requires that the budget be based on sound planning.
2.
Section 3 Comprehensive Standards
[image: image5.png]3.3  Institutional Effectiveness

3.3.1 The institution identifies expected outcomes, assesses the extent to
which it achieves these outcomes, and provides evidence of
improvement based on analysis of the results in each of the follow-
ing areas: (Institutional Effectiveness)

3.3.1.1 educational programs, to include student learning out-
comes

3.3.1.2 administrative support services

3.3.1.3 educational support services

3.3.1.4 research within its educational mission, if appropriate

3.3.1.5 community/public service within its educational mis-
sion, if appropriate




III.
Can You Ignore Strategic Planning Because It Isn’t Mentioned?

A.
ABA



1.
Current Standard 203 first appeared in the 2006-07 Standards booklet



2.
Standard 202, dealing with the Self Study, did require goal-setting

B.
Regional Accreditors
The discussion below was provided by Dian Moorhouse, Executive Director, Nova Southeastern University Office of Planning and Accreditation, and relate to the Southern Association (which does not use the term strategic planning in its handbook).

SACS expects institutions to conduct planning and evaluation processes at multiple levels, i.e., at the university level, at the academic unit level, and at the administrative unit level. Regardless of the level, SACS would expect that the institution establishes plans, articulating goals/objectives/expected outcomes, etc., and then periodically assesses status/progress relative to those. Below is a description of NSU’s planning processes that we included in the Compliance Certification document submitted to SACS in 9/06, which they accepted:
NSU maintains a set of mature, integrated planning and evaluation processes that are conducted on an on-going basis, university-wide, at multiple levels, and across all organizational components. Status and progress relative to planned expectations are regularly evaluated, and refinements to planning evolve from the output of these evaluations. Evaluation processes incorporate a systematic review of programs, operations, and services at multiple institutional levels. The reviews are designed to assess performance in the context of predetermined plans and expectations. They are a primary vehicle through which the institution gauges success relative to its mission and through which continuous institutional improvement is pursued. Development and refinement of these processes are informed by commonly accepted standards within higher education, the standards and requirements of professional/specialized accrediting bodies, the standards and requirements set forth by SACS, and best practice considerations set forth by various higher education entities.
Below is a description of NSU’s strategic planning process, the university’s institutional effectiveness processes, the Capital Improvement Planning process, and the Performance Based Budgeting process, the latter facilitating administrative efforts to close the planning-assessment information loop by ensuring informed decision-making relative to budget allocations. A wide variety of complementary planning and assessment processes, emanating from and compatible with those conducted at the university level, are routinely conducted at the unit level to guide day-to-day operations and inform unit decision-making.
Strategic Planning Process:
The university has engaged in strategic planning since its founding and is guided by a formal strategic plan developed in accord with and approved by the Board of Trustees and implemented in regular annual or multi-year cycles. NSU’s current plan, Strategic Plan 2005 [1] was approved by the Board of Trustees at the 2004 Board Retreat. A brief history of the planning process conducted at NSU during the 1990s and preceding the development of the current plan is posted on the university’s web site, which is accessible through the main page [2]. 

Strategic Plan 2005, which was published in electronic form, is readily accessible from the university’s main web page. Complementing this edition is an abbreviated version published in brochure form [3] and disseminated to the university community through the Research and Planning office, a component of the Office of Research, Planning, and Governmental Affairs.
Planning is conducted as a “living” process, such that it is responsive and adaptive to change. The university’s vision, mission, and values, which underlie all institutional pursuits, are articulated in the plan. Emanating from these are the Essential Planning Priorities (EPPs), the university’s primary planning components. The EPPs, which have not been prioritized by the Board of Trustees, are presented below in the order in which they appear in the Strategic Plan 2005.

· Enriching and Diversifying the Array of Academic Offerings and Delivery Modalities

· Ensuring Enhanced Levels of Student Achievement, Engagement, and Satisfaction

· Enhancing Scholarship and Research

· Enhancing Diversity Relative to Students, Faculty, Administration, Staff, Students, Services, and Community Involvement

· Ensuring Financial Integrity and Efficiency

· Achieving Operational Efficiencies

· Enhancing University Endowment and Development

· Enhancing Awareness of NSU’s Mission and Values 

· Enhancing Economic and Venture Development 

A set of planning activities, articulated as Continuing Pursuits, are associated with each Essential Planning Priority. As an example, below are some of the Continuing Pursuits that have been identified in association with the EPP Enhancing Scholarship and Research:

· Expansion of the President’s Faculty Research and Development Grant Program and the  Quality of Life Awards Program;

· Increased collaboration with local governments and community-based organizations in multi-entity sponsored funding in support of educational initiatives;

· Continued pursuit of externally-funded scientific research projects;

· Expansion of programs dedicated to the sciences and research;

· Expansion of emphasis at the academic unit level on faculty scholarship;

· Increased collaboration on scholarly endeavors among academic units;

· Enhanced faculty/student collaboration in research; and

· Continued enhancement of library holdings and database access 

Reflecting the “living” aspect of the university’s strategic planning process, Continuing Pursuits are removed or modified as they are accomplished or circumstances that resulted in their inclusion change. Similarly, the plan allows for establishment of new Continuing Pursuits as the university’s operating environment changes and new challenges and opportunities present themselves.
The process through which the university’s strategic plan is developed is broadly participatory. Strategic Plan 2005 emerged from a multi-year endeavor conducted between 2000 and 2004 to reassess institutional mission, identity, values, and goals. As noted in the response to Core Requirement 2.4, the university periodically evaluates the Mission Statement for currency, relevancy, and appropriateness in the context of institutional change. Beginning in 2000, the Mission Statement that had been originally articulated through consensus of the university community and approved by the Board of Trustees on March 24, 1997, was reevaluated through a process involving multiple stakeholders, including faculty, administration, staff, students, and the Board of Trustees. While the Mission Statement was reaffirmed without change by the Board of Trustees, the review process led to a refinement of NSU values and the university’s goals, the latter articulated as Essential Planning Priorities. Brief descriptions of major strategic planning activities conducted between 2000 and 2004, preparatory to establishment of the Strategic Plan 2005 are described below.
2000: Branding Initiative:
As reflected in the response to Comprehensive Standard 3.1.1, in 2000, NSU engaged in a university-wide exploration of core issues from which a brand identity for the institution would emerge. The institutional branding initiative culminated with implementation of “Beyond the Classroom” as an identifying theme emanating from the university’s mission, a theme that reflects the accomplishments and the sustained commitments of the university to extend the learning experience outside the classroom.
2001-2002: Assessment of Planning Components: 
During the annual Dean’s Retreat in 2001, the deans examined institutional mission, vision, values, and goals, the output from which informed subsequent institutional planning endeavors.  Following the retreat, the deans conducted assessments of how accomplishment of institutional goals outlined in the Strategic Plan 1999-2004 could best be documented at the academic unit level.  During Fall 2001 and Winter 2002, each academic unit extended this assessment by examining the extent to which the unit could document demonstrators of goal achievement. This initiative represented a kind of “inventory-taking” of mechanisms put in place at the academic unit level to facilitate the identification and compilation of documentation of goal achievement. The resulting demonstrator documents produced by the individual units, available for review upon request, reflect broad diversity in unit perspectives relative to institutional goals. This is reflected in the extent to which demonstrators were deemed applicable to individual units, and in existing or newly established processes and record-keeping procedures each unit identified for generating documentation of goal achievement. The sharing of results from individual units was intended to facilitate cross-unit communication.
2002: Assessment of Growth Projections:
In 2002, the President engaged the academic units in an intensive examination of strategic growth projections. The focus of the review was to examine current and future infrastructure needs, based on five-year enrollment projections, the latter established by the units on the basis of current and historical trends in enrollment, the current status and projected trends within each discipline, and an assessment of overall marketplace demands. A comprehensive report from this initiative, The President’s Assessment of Growth Projections for the Academic Units [4], addressing strategic growth plans for each academic unit, is posted on the university’s Web site accessible from the main page through the link to Strategic Plan 2005.
2003: Stakeholder Review of Planning Components:
In spring 2003, NSU held a university retreat for faculty, administrators, and staff to refocus institutional stakeholders on the university’s mission, vision, values, and goals. At the annual Board of Trustees retreat, the Board conducted a related strategic planning exercise focused on identifying top priorities for university attention over the subsequent five years. A report describing both retreats [5], is posted on the university’s Web site accessible from the main page through the link to Strategic Plan 2005.
2003-2004: Refinement of Planning Components Based on Stakeholder Assessments and Development of the Electronic Strategic Plan 2005:

Throughout 2003 and 2004, an executive planning team, comprised of representatives from the Office of the President and the Research and Planning office, convened regular planning meetings to refine various planning components in accord with the stakeholder assessments and to define Continuing Pursuits and determine their appropriate alignment with the Essential Planning Priorities approved by the Board of Trustees. Based on the output from this effort, the content of the plan was completed in its final form and approved by the Board of Trustees. The executive planning team recommended that the plan be produced and disseminated in electronic form, as well as in a shorter brochure version.
On January 1, 2005, NSU initiated the Strategic Plan 2005.  The plan represents a dynamic instrument, subject to change, as noted previously, based on the changing planning environment. All Continuing Pursuits were receiving active attention coincident with the initiation of the plan, either through already implemented or planned activities.  Some of the Continuing Pursuits have been completed or are nearing completion. Most of the other Continuing Pursuits, representing on-going activities, remain in active pursuit by one or more entities within the university community.  Some of the activities are dependent upon budget allocation/reallocation considerations for their full realization and are being pursued on a phased basis.
A preliminary management plan developed in spring 2005 focused on stakeholder analysis of progress for more than 60 Continuing Pursuits. Subsequent assessment of the planning process by the executive planning group shifted the focus to the nine Essential Planning Priorities, the latter articulating broad and integral areas of institutional concern related directly to the mission, values, and vision of the university. This re-focus was designed to accomplish the following: reduce the reporting burden placed upon the academic and administrative units; reduce prescription regarding the specific content of reporting, deferring to the academic unit deans and administrative unit directors in determining how best to relate their unit activities and plans to the Strategic Plan 2005; and enhance the integration of ongoing assessment and planning. An assessment plan for the Strategic Plan 2006 [6] was approved by the president in June 2006 for implementation January 1, 2007, as a pilot initiative involving a group of selected academic and administrative units. 
In accord with the assessment plan, participating units are assigned selected Essential Planning Priorities and are required to produce individual reports for each EPP articulating how the unit is assisting the university in realizing the full potential of the Priority.  Some units may not have relevant information to share regarding a particular priority and would so indicate.  As reflected in the assessment plan, while it is expected that the reports be explicit and evidence-based, units are accorded considerable flexibility and latitude in articulating how they contribute to institutional progress relative to the EPPs. Units are expected to incorporate in their reports significant information generated from the various assessment processes in which the units are engaged, whether those processes are university-based or unit driven, and to cite substantive findings from assessment processes that are informing decision-making within the units and driving programmatic, administrative, and/or operational modifications.
IV.
How Do Accreditation Rules Help or Hinder a School’s Planning Efforts?

A.
Helpful Aspects of Requiring Strategic Planning


1.
Leverage to get faculty buy-in to the process


2.
Prescriptive aspects of ABA Standards (e.g., offering skills training, maintaining conditions to attract a competent faculty) provides topics for study and planning


3.
Prevents schools from relegating planning to a six-to-twelve month period just before the ABA or the regional accreditor is due to arrive. To quote Dian Moorhouse on SACS:  “they do require a set of integrated, systematic planning and evaluation processes to ensure that institutions that institutions “close the planning loop,” i.e., goals/objectives/expected outcomes, etc., are articulated, then status/progress relative to meeting those is assessed, then results are used to inform decision-making and the goals/objectives/expected outcomes are rearticulated.”

B.
Problems Caused by Accreditors


1.
“Unfunded Mandates”:
Never-ending questionnaires, other data requests, and projects to prove compliance (in our case with SACS rules or SACS-related projects). In the past two years, we’ve worked on the following projects: Quality Enhancement Program (studying Evening Students’ participation in clinics and workshops); Gallup Engagement Plans; Learning Outcomes at the course level; Learning Outcomes at the Center level; justifying faculty credentials to teach courses; etc. Quoting Dian Moorhouse again: “The hard part is not that the institution must plan and evaluate, which is just part of best practice, but that these processes must be described and documented in accreditation documents, which requires human resources and time on task.”


2.
Changing Standards: For years, it seemed the ABA Standards didn’t change. Lately, there seem to be frequent changes. Recent reports on Transparency, Outcome Measures, and Security of Position lead one the conclusion that even more are coming. Faculty who don’t work with the rules on a regular basis may find this particularly frustrating.


3.
Unclear Standards: The language of Standard 203 does not (with the exception of the word “regularly”) clearly indicate how Standard 203 differs from Standard 202. This problem was also noted in the report of the Special Committee on Transparency:
VII.  ASSISTANCE IN PREPARING SELF-STUDIES AND STRATEGIC PLANS

The Committee discussed the interaction between self-studies and strategic plans and concluded that many schools do not appreciate the difference between the planning entailed in a strategic effort and the self-reflection and analysis required in a self-study.  Faculties may also be skeptical about the value of the substantial effort required to produce these documents.  The situation is complicated by the fact that Standards 202 and 203 are not self-defining, and it is not clear what is expected in this area by the Accreditation Committee when it reviews a school.  
The Committee RECOMMENDS that the Standards Review Committee consider clarifying Standards 202 and 203 soon. Once this has occurred, the Section should schedule a workshop focusing on the self-study and strategic planning processes, and new interpretive materials should be prepared.  It was suggested that this might be an appropriate joint-endeavor with the Association of American Law Schools, and a large attendance might be ensured by holding the workshop during the AALS Annual Meeting.  Access to well-prepared self-studies and strategic plans would be helpful.



4.
Rigid Standards: A school that operated 4 days a week for 28 weeks (instead of 5 days a week for 26 weeks) could reduce students’ commuting time and commuting costs, but that would violate Standard 304(a). Are 130 class days really superior to 112? There is a variance process, but would such a change qualify? Interpretation 802-1 indicates that variances are school-specific and based on circumstances existing at the school requesting the variance.
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