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Chapter 1

a.   Who is this guide for?

  This guide is for everyone – all district 
employees and students. The purpose of this 
guide is to help everyone feel comfortable and familiar 
with accreditation.

b.  What is accreditation?

  Accreditation is the process for evaluating and assuring the quality of 
education used by the American higher education community. It is a 
uniquely American quality assurance process through which institutions 
collectively set standards for good practice, conduct peer-based 
evaluations of institutions on a regular basis, confer accredited status on 
institutions, and make the results of accreditation review of institutions 
known to the public. The accreditation process provides assurance to 
the public that the accredited member colleges meet the Accreditation 
Standards; the education earned at the institutions is of value to the 
students who earned it; and employers, trade or profession-related 
licensing agencies, and other colleges and universities can accept a 
student’s credential as legitimate. Accreditation also provides students, 
the public, and the educational community with assurances of the 
college’s effectiveness and affirms the professionalism and integrity of the 
faculty, staff, administration, and trustees of the college.

c.  What is ACCJC?

  The Accrediting Commission for Community and Junior Colleges (ACCJC) 
is part of the Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC), one 
of six regional accrediting organizations in the United States. The ACCJC 
accredits private and public colleges that provide students two-year 
education programs and confer the associate degree. The Commission’s 
scope includes colleges in California, Hawaii, and American territories and 
protectorates in the Pacific Ocean.

   The ACCJC was formed in 1962 when several accrediting agencies 
joined to create WASC. The ACCJC is not a governmental entity but an 
independent organization of educators and others representing the public 
interest. In concept, colleges apply to become members of the ACCJC and 
volunteer to participate in the accreditation process. A college must be 
accredited in order to participate in federal student financial aid programs.
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d.  What is the purpose of ACCJC?

  The purposes of ACCJC are to evaluate 
member institutions to assure the educational 
community, the general public, and other 
organizations and agencies that an institution 
has clearly defined objectives appropriate to 
higher education; has established conditions under 
which their achievement can reasonably be expected; 
appears in fact to be accomplishing them substantially; is so 
organized, staffed, and supported that it can be expected to continue to do 
so; and demonstrates that it meets commission standards. The commission 
encourages and supports institutional development and improvement 
through self-study and periodic evaluation by qualified peer professionals. 

e.  How does ACCJC evaluate colleges?

    The accreditation process is characterized and driven by peer review. 
An institution at any stage in the process (eligibility, candidacy, initial 
accreditation and reaffirmation of accreditation) begins its self-study by 
examining itself and preparing a report detailing how well and to what 
degree it continues to meet the eligibility criteria, standards and policies 
of the commission. During that period of self-evaluation, the institution is 
encouraged to seek broad input from the various constituent groups on 
campus and provide for periodic and open dialog and contribution. The 
resultant Self-Study Report represents the institution’s honest appraisal of 
how it continues to meet all commission expectations.

  Peer review is also characteristic of the subsequent levels of evaluation 
of an institution. A team is selected from a pool of peer evaluators that has 
been recommended by the ACCJC member institutions themselves and 
scrutinized by commission staff. Team members are trained by commission 
staff in their roles and responsibilities as representatives of the 
commission while conducting the evaluation visits. Under the direction of a 
team leader, the team evaluates the quality of the institution by assessing 
the degree to which it meets standards and adheres to policies. The 
resultant team report and confidential recommendation are submitted to 
the commission for consideration. Following submission of the report, the 
commission (itself made up of 19 individuals, of whom 14 are institutional 
representatives) acts on the accredited status of the institution and 
decides on a course of follow-up to cover the six years leading to the next 
comprehensive review.
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f.  Who oversees the accreditors?

  The U.S. Department of Education (DOE) provides oversight to the 
American system of accreditation. It conducts a review of each legitimate 
accrediting commission every five years and confers, on accrediting 
bodies that qualify, the status of recognition. All institutions wishing to 
provide students with federal financial aid must seek accreditation from 
a U.S. Department of Education-recognized accrediting body. The Higher 
Education Act, periodically reviewed and renewed by the Congress of the 
United States, contains the criteria that accrediting commissions must 
meet if they are to obtain recognition from the US DOE.

  In addition, the Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA) has 
established criteria of excellence and a quality review system that define 
quality for accrediting bodies. Although accrediting commissions are 
not compelled to seek CHEA recognition, many accrediting agencies 
voluntarily participate in the CHEA quality review process as part of their 
own efforts to establish and maintain quality in accreditation practices.

Chapter 2

g.  What is a Self-Evaluation?
  The self-evaluation is an extensive research 

project by which the college examines itself 
and makes plans for improvement in the 
context of the ACCJC’s policies, eligibility 
requirements, and standards. The ACCJC 
maintains dozens of policies, including “Review 
of Commission Actions.” There are 21 eligibility 
requirements, ranging from “Authority (to 
Operate as an Educational Institution)” to “Relations with the Accrediting 
Commission.” There are four areas of standards: “Institutional Mission and 
Effectiveness,” “Student Learning Programs and Services,” “Resources,” 
and “Leadership and Guidance.” The standards state the practices of an 
“effective institution.” The ACCJC considers an institution effective when 
it “ensures that its resources and processes support student learning, 
continually assesses that learning, and pursues institutional excellence 
and improvement.” The ACCJC emphasizes that this self-evaluation 
must have the widespread involvement of faculty, staff, administration, 
students, and trustees to ensure that its conclusions are accurate and 
authoritative, reflecting the college as it is and projecting the college it 
wants to become. Our self-evaluation is due in 2014.
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h.  What is a Follow-Up Report?
  The Commission may require a Follow-Up 

Report at any time between comprehensive 
self-studies.  This report includes a narrative 
analysis and evidence that describes the 
resolution of deficiencies identified in the 
Commission action letter; verifies that the 
Eligibility Requirements, Accreditation 
Standards, and Commission policies are met; 
and affirms that the changes/improvements have been sustained. 

i.  What is Sanction? 

  On the basis of the college’s self-study report, the site team’s visit, the 
site team’s report, documents from previous evaluations, and evidence 
of student learning and achievement, the 19-member Commission 
determines the accreditation status of the college. It announces this 
status to the college in an action letter and to the public through ACCJC 
announcements. This action letter also lists the Commission’s “official” 
recommendations. For a college seeking reaffirmation, there are in general 
two possibilities. The ACCJC can reaffirm the college’s accreditation, or 
it can sanction the college. The sanctions are of three kinds: Warning, 
Probation, and Show Cause. If sanctioned, the college maintains its 
accreditation, but the ACCJC withholds reaffirmation until the college 
addresses the matters that led to sanction. The ACCJC will also require 
the sanctioned college to provide one or more follow-up reports to confirm 
that it is in fact fulfilling the Commission’s recommendations. Often the 
ACCJC will also require follow-up site visits. Very rarely does the ACCJC 
terminate a college’s accreditation.

  The U.S. Department of Education requires recognized accrediting bodies 
to terminate accreditation when an institution found out of compliance 
with Accreditation Standards fails to come into compliance within a two-
year period. Consequently, the Commission will take action to terminate 
accreditation if deficiencies are not resolved within this period. Under 
extraordinary circumstances, the institution may be granted additional 
time when the Commission determines good cause for extension exists.
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j.  What is Show Cause?

  Show Cause is ordered when the Commission finds that an institution is in 
substantial non-compliance with its Eligibility Requirements, Accreditation 
Standards, or Commission policies or when the institution has not 
responded to the conditions imposed by the commission.  The Commission 
requires the institution to Show Cause why its accreditation should not 
be withdrawn at the end of a stated period by demonstrating that it has 
corrected the deficiencies noted by the Commission and is in compliance 
with Eligibility Requirements, Accreditation Standards, and Commission 
policies. The 2012 Show Cause Report for Cuesta College is due to ACCJC 
on October 15, 2012

k.  What is a Closure Report?

  Preparation of the San Luis Obispo County Community College District 
(SLOCCCD)  Closure Report is a required element of Show Cause status as 
determined in January 2012 by ACCJC.  Steps associated with closure, as 
outlined in this report, will only be implemented should ACCJC determine 
such steps are necessary in their January 2013 response to the San Luis 
Obispo County Community College District Accreditation Show Cause 
Report, October 2012.

l. SLOCCCD’s Sanction History
2009
  Following submission of the 2008 Comprehensive Self-Evaluation 

and subsequent site visit, SLOCCCD, Cuesta College received written 
notification on February 3, 2009, from ACCJC, under the Western 
Association of Schools and Colleges, that it had been placed on Warning 
with the following nine recommendations:

  Recommendation 1:  Mission Statement 
Recommendation 2:  Planning and Assessment 
Recommendation 3:  Student Learning Outcomes 
Recommendation 4:  Library and Learning Support Services 
Recommendation 5:  Human Resources 
Recommendation 6:  Technology Resources 
Recommendation 7:  Financial Planning and Stability 
Recommendation 8:  Board of Trustees Evaluation and Policies 
Recommendation 9:  Leadership and Governance

  A warning is issued when the Commission finds that an institution has 
pursued a course of action that deviates from the commission’s eligibility 
criteria, standards of accreditation, or policy to an extent that gives 
concern to the Commission. At this time, ACCJC alerted SLOCCCD that it 
had until October 15, 2009 to submit a Follow-Up Report detailing how the 
district had resolved the above nine recommendations
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 2010
  Following submission of the October 15, 2009 Follow-Up Report and 

subsequent site visit, SLOCCCD, Cuesta College received written 
notification on January 29,2010 from ACCJC, under the Western 
Association of Schools and Colleges, that it had been placed on Probation 
and was directed that the district still needed to correct the deficiencies in 
the following recommendations:

  Recommendation 2:  Planning and Assessment 
Recommendation 6:  Technology Resources 
Recommendation 7:  Financial Planning and Stability 
Recommendation 8:  Board of Trustees Evaluation and Policies 
Recommendation 9:  Leadership and Governance 
Eligibility Requirement 5:  Administrative Capacity 

  Probation is issued when the Commission finds that an institution deviates 
significantly from the Commission’s Eligibility Requirements, Standards of 
Accreditation, or policies or fails to respond to conditions imposed upon it 
by the Commission.  

  At this time, ACCJC alerted SLOCCCD that it had until October 15, 2010 
to submit a Follow-Up Report detailing how the district had resolved the 
above five recommendations and Eligibility Requirement 5.

 2011
  Following submission of the October 15, 2010 Follow-Up 

Report and subsequent site visit, SLOCCCD, Cuesta 
College received written notification on January 
31,2011 from ACCJC, under the Western Association 
of Schools and Colleges, that its Probation status 
would continue and was directed that the district 
still needed to correct the deficiencies in the following 
recommendations:

  Recommendation 2:  Planning and Assessment 
Recommendation 6:  Technology Resources 
Recommendation 7:  Financial Planning and Stability 
Eligibility Requirement 5:  Administrative Capacity

2012
  Following submission of the October 15, 2011 Follow-Up Report, Mid-Term 

Report, and subsequent site visit, SLOCCCD, Cuesta College received 
written notification on February 1, 2012 from ACCJC, under the Western 
Association of Schools and Colleges, that it had been placed on Show 
Cause and was directed that the district still needed to correct the 
deficiencies in the following recommendations:

 Recommendation 2:  Planning and Assessment 
 Recommendation 6:  Technology Resources 
 Update on Recommendation 7:  Financial Planning and Stability 
 Eligibility Requirement 19:  Institutional Planning and Evaluation
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m. What happens next?
  Following the submission of the Show Cause Report to ACCJC on  

October 15 an evaluation team, made up of professional peers who 
volunteer their services, will visit Cuesta to evaluate and confirm that what 
is stated in the Show Cause Report is factual. This team will talk with key 
individuals about our Show Cause Report and examine what the college 
has done to address the concerns of the accrediting commission. After 
their visit, the team will write a report of how well they feel Cuesta has 
addressed the concerns of the accrediting commission. This report is then 
sent to ACCJC for their consideration. 

  On the basis of the college’s Show Cause Report, the site team’s visit, the 
site team’s report, documents from previous evaluations, and evidence 
of student learning and achievement, the 19-member Commission will 
determine in January 2013 the accreditation status of the college. Their 
decision could be any one of the following:

•	 Reaffirm	Cuesta’s	accreditation	unconditionally	for	six	years 
•	 Move	Cuesta	to	the	lesser	sanction	of	“Probation”	or	“Warning”	for	six	 
 months to a year 
•	 Continue	Cuesta’s	“Show	Cause”	status	for	another	six	months	to	a	year 
•	 Remove	Cuesta’s	Accreditation	(effective	June	2013)

Chapter 3

n. Important Accreditation Facts
1. Coursework through June 2013 is accredited as we work to reaffirm  
 our status 
2. Under “Show Cause” status, Cuesta must also prepare a plan to take care   
 of students’ coursework in case we are not reaccredited. 
3. Financial aid is safe 
4. Classes will transfer

o. Institutional Goals, Objectives, and Action Steps
•	 Why	EMP	Addendum?

   In response to concerns from our accrediting commission about the lack 
of Institutional Goals in our 2011-2016 Educational Master Plan, the college 
developed an addendum to our 2011-2016 Educational Master Plan that 
identifies Institutional Goals that comply with the accreditation standards 
on planning. This work began in the Educational Master Plan Addendum 
workshop that was held on Monday, March 12, 2012 where participants 
reviewed and analyzed data in three different areas; Community, Student 
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Profile, and Student Success. Following this review and data analysis, 
groups brainstormed and developed one to two challenges for the district 
based on the data presented. Following this activity, groups reviewed all 
of the identified challenges for each data set, brainstormed and developed 
one to two Institutional Goals to address each area (Community, Student 
profile, and Student Success).

•	 Strategic	Plan

  The Strategic Plan workshop on Wednesday, March 
21, 2012 produced a wide range of objectives and 
action steps to address the district’s Institutional 
Goals that were derived from the Educational Master 
Plan Addendum workshop on March 12. Since the 
workshop on March 21, many different groups and 
individuals worked on the objectives, action steps, 
and our 2012-2014 Strategic Plan. The objectives 
and action steps in the 2012-2014 Strategic Plan 
set priorities and guide the work of the district for the next two years. 
The Institutional Objectives were developed to respond to challenges the 
district is facing as identified through the review of internal and external 
data in the Educational Master Plan Addendum workshop on March 12. The 
action steps specifically describe what the district will do over the next 
two years to meet a particular objective. What our accrediting commission 
is looking for is that colleges plan to improve in areas where there are 
deficiencies. That is what these Institutional Objectives do. This does not 
mean that the only work the college will do over the next two years is what 
the action steps specify. The objectives simply identify and prioritize things 
for the next two years that the district feels need improving. Our accrediting 
commission will also not hold us accountable if we do not fully meet the 
Institutional Objectives. As an institution we will evaluate our progress 
on each objective and decide if we still think it is important to continue to 
focus on particular objectives or identify new objectives depending on what 
challenges the district is facing at the end of the 2012-2014 Strategic Plan.

p. What is integrated planning?
  The San Luis Obispo County Community College 

District Integrated Planning Manual 2012 was 
developed to clearly describe institutional planning 
for the district.  The manual articulates the different 
components in district planning processes and how 
they are connected to one another, including cycles 
of evaluation for each, development of Institutional 
Goals and Objectives, resource allocation and 
plan implementation and reevaluation. It is through the regular sequence 
of these planning practices that the district assesses institutional 
effectiveness and uses those assessments to continually improve student 
learning.
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  The manual also lists the ways that the district’s constituent groups participate 
in and contribute to planning.  This manual is the district’s response to how it 
can satisfy our accrediting commission’s concerns about integrated planning 
and resource allocation (Recommendation 2). The manual will also provide 
the district with a foundation and structure that it can follow to ensure it 
can continue to meet the Accrediting Commission of Community and Junior 
Colleges standards for planning. The SLOCCCD Integrated Planning Manual 
2012 is a living document that is evaluated and updated as needed on an 
ongoing basis – as the processes described within are all on regular evaluative 
cycles.  

SAN LUIS OBISPO COUNTY COMMUNITY COLLEGE DISTRICT 

Model of Integrated Planning

FIGURE 1

shadow
50
5
5
5

MISSION

DATA ANALYSIS 
to identify current 

and anticipated 
challenges

Educational Master Plan                   Facilities Master Plan

Strategic Plan

Long Term Planning

Institutional Program 
Planning & Review 

Operational 
Plans

RESOURCE ALLOCATION

IMPLEMENT THE PLANS

FIGURE 1: The San Luis Obispo County Community College District Model of Integrated Planning depicts how the components in 
district planning processes connect to the mission and link to one another in a cycle of evaluation, development of challenges, 
goals and objectives, resource allocation, plan implementation, and reevaluation.

ANNUAL DATA ANALYSIS TO ASSESS:
 • Program Effectiveness
 • Plan Effectiveness 
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Did You 

Know?

Did You Know? 
The new look for Cuesta’s website is coming  
in September? 
www.cuesta.edu 
Old look expires the week of Sept. 10.

   www.cuesta.edu
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Did You 

Know?

Did You Know? 
The new look for Cuesta’s website is coming  
in September? 
www.cuesta.edu 
Old look expires the week of Sept. 10.

Did You Know? 
You can link to accreditation information from Cuesta’s home page. 
www.cuesta.edu

   www.cuesta.edu

www.cuesta.edu/aboutcc

  www.cuesta.edu/aboutcc

Accreditation
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Did You Know? 
You can find Cuesta’s Vision, Mission, Values and Institutional Goals  
on our website.  
www.cuesta.edu/aboutcc/planning/accreditation

Did You Know? 
You can find Master Plans, Operational Plans, and the Strategic Plan on the 
Accreditation webpage.  
www.cuesta.edu/aboutcc/planning/accreditation/plan_doc.html

   www.cuesta.edu/aboutcc/planning/accreditation

Documents

   www.cuesta.edu/aboutcc/planning/accreditation/plan_doc.html
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Did You Know? 
You can find institutional data on the Institutional Research webpage. 
www.cuesta.edu/aboutcc/planning/research

Did You Know? 
You can find accreditation information and updates on ACCJC’s website.  
www.accjc.org

   www.accjc.org 

Did You Know? 
Institutional Learning Outcomes (ILO) –Say what? 
The following are the Institutional Learning Outcomes:
1. Personal, Academic, and Professional Development 
2. Critical Thinking and Communication 
3. Scientific and Environmental Understanding 
4. Social, Historical, and Global Knowledge and Engagement 
5. Artistic and Cultural Knowledge and Engagement 
6. Technological and Informational Fluency

  www.cuesta.edu/aboutcc/planning/research

Institutional Research




