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House Holds Accreditation Reform Hearing 
 
On June 13th, the House Subcommittee on Higher Education and Workforce Training held a hearing on 
accreditation as part of its ongoing series of hearings on the reauthorization of the Higher Education Act. The 
hearing, entitled “Keeping College Within Reach: Discussing Program Quality through Accreditation” featured 
four witnesses that offered a variety of viewpoints concerning the merits of the current accreditation system. 
Witnesses included representatives from the Middle States Commission on Higher Education, Accrediting 
Commission of Career Schools and Colleges, American Council of Trustees and Alumni, and the New America 
Foundation. 
 
While representatives of the accreditors outlined the current system and safeguards, they met scrutiny from 
committee members in regards to the cost and length of time that goes into accreditation and reaccreditation. It 
was largely agreed by the panel that these items could be improved, as well as increased transparency for the 
overall system.  
 
Student achievement outcomes were also a widely discussed topic during the hearing, and the fact that the current 
accreditation system does not hold institutions to a specific standard regarding outcomes and student debt. 
Additionally, included in the testimony of the witness from the New America Foundation it was pointed out that 
institutions currently are evaluated based on whether or not the institution is meeting its own self-defined mission 
related to student achievement, rather than a cross-institutional set of standards. This issue of institutional 
standards appeared to have struck a chord with the committee. Subcommittee Chairwoman Virginia Foxx (R-NC) 
noted at the end of the hearing that she was struck by one item in particular, and that was that there are no 
universal minimum standards for accreditation.  Given her leadership role in reauthorization, this will likely be 
something that is addressed in any forthcoming legislation.   
 
The witnesses from the New America Foundation and the American Council of Trustees and Alumni both painted 
the current accreditation system as a weak gatekeeper for the billions of dollars offered in Title IV student aid. It’s 
plausible that some committee members may request that reauthorization include an alternative, federally-run 
system to approve institutions for receipt of Title IV aid. However, it should be noted that the federal government 
does currently evaluate institutional Title IV eligibility based on cohort default rates. This point was not 
effectively made during the hearing.  
 
Another aspect that was discussed at the hearing was the ability of the current system to provide accreditation to 
new and innovative programs, such as massive open online courses (MOOCs) or competency-based learning. The 
witnesses from the New America Foundation and the American Council of Trustees and Alumni asserted that the 
current system is unable to quickly and effective deal with the accreditation of new types of programs. 
Chairwoman Foxx appeared to concur, saying that there needs to be significant changes to the current system or 
perhaps an alternative system for programs using newer innovations and technology. 
 
The hearing provided some insight on where the committee may be headed in regards to accreditation reform for 
the upcoming reauthorization, and continued to hit on the same themes as previous hearings on accountability, 
transparency, and affordability.  


