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Preparing	an	Effec-ve	Self-Study	
Silas	L.	McCormick,	JD,	PhD	

Vice	President	of	Enrollment	Services	
Lincoln	Chris>an	University	

Our	Road	Map	
•  I. 	Who	am	I	and	why	am	I	leading	this	session?	
•  II. 	What	is	an	effec>ve	self-study?	
•  III. 	What	should	we	consider	in	choosing	a	process?	
•  IV. 	What	should	we	consider	in	choosing	a	team?	
•  V. 	How	do	you	write	your	self-study?		
•  VI. 	What	evidence	do	you	use	to	support	your	self-study?	
•  VII. 	What	are	some	things/people	to	watch	out	for?	
•  VIII. 	How	do	you	finish	well?	

LCU’s	story:	

•  LCU	secured	ten	year	reaffirma>on	in	2006	from	HLC,	ABHE,	and	ATS.	
•  I	joined	the	staff	at	LCU	and	became	Director	of	Ins>tu>onal	Effec>veness	in	June	2012.	
•  Our	long	>me	president	announced	his	resigna>on	in	October	of	2013,	but	did	not	leave	un>l	
May	2014.	

•  An	interim	president	was	named	effec>ve	June	1,	2014.	
•  I	was	named	Interim	Chief	Academic	Officer	in	June	2014.	
•  Fall	2014	was	occupied	by	a	presiden>al	search	with	the	interim	president	named	President	
in	December	2014.	

•  I	became	VP	of	Academics	in	December	2014.	
•  During	this	period	all	VPs	from	the	prior	administra>on	leZ.	
•  We	conducted	major	academic	reorganiza>on	in	spring	2015.	
•  HLC	visited	in	October	2015,	ATS	in	March	2016,	and	ABHE	in	April	2016.	
•  HLC	reaffirmed	for	10	years	with	a	focused	visit	on	assessment	due	in	Spring	2018;	ATS	
reaffirmed	for	10	years	with	a	couple	of	small	reports,	and	we	await	ABHE’s	decision.	

My	story?	
•  Leo	McGarry:	a	guy	falls	in	a	hole…	
•  PhD	in	Higher	Educa>on;	focused	on	higher	educa>on	public	policy	
•  JD;	focused	my	prac>ce	on	higher	educa>on	li>ga>on	
•  I	get	process	and	I	get	communica>on,	so	we	did	this	and	it	worked,	but	you’ll	
have	to	be	the	judge	of	what	may	be	of	use	to	you.		

I	think	an	“effec-ve”	self-study	is	one	that…	
•  Starts	with	prayer	and	recogni>on	(get	your	mind	right)	

•  Responds	to	each	and	every	accredita>on	expecta>on	with	a	defini>ve	statement	as	
to	whether	that	expecta>on	is	met	

•  Highlights	ins>tu>onal	strengths	(where	responsive	to	standards)	

•  Iden>fies	ins>tu>onal	weaknesses	(where	responsive	to	standards)		

•  Priori>zes	any	self-iden>fied	weaknesses	so	that	those	that	represent	substan>al	
failures	to	meet	expecta>ons	can	also	be	shown	to	have	already	resulted	in	a	clear	
plan	for	correc>on	as	well	as	demonstrable	progress	toward	comple>ng	that	plan	

I	think	an	“effec-ve”	self-study	is	one	that…	
•  Is	well	known	and	widely	accepted	among	internal	cons>tuents	prior	to	a	visit	

•  Minimizes	disrup>on	to	opera>ons	

•  Is	completed	ahead	of	schedule	

•  Will	serve	as	a	solid	founda>on	for	any	appeal	that	may	be	necessary	
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What	was	my	process?	

•  Two	preliminary	ques>ons:	

What	are	our	barriers	to	
success	(where	do	I	need	the	
most	help)?	

What	do	we	need	to	have	
made	demonstrable	progress	
on	in	>me	to	include	in	the	
documenta>on?	

My	personal	barriers	
Barrier	 Descrip-on	 Mi-ga-on	

Inexperience	 I	had	no	personal	experience	with	
actual	site	visits	and	only	limited	
experience	with	visit	prep	

Created	a	faculty	commihee	to	manage	the	
process	that	included	three	other	
individuals,	all	of	whom	had	more	
experience	than	me	

Timing	 Due	to	administra>ve	turnover,	our	
process	began	in	earnest	with	only	18	
months	of	lead	>me	

Created	a	small	behind-the-scenes	detail	
team	that	worked	on	virtually	nothing	but	
data	organiza>on,	formaing,	uploading,	
etc.	for	the	balance	of	the	fiscal	year	leading	
in	to	the	visits	(approximately	June	to	April)	

Course	Load	 Three	of	the	four	people	on	my	faculty	
team	had	a	collec>ve	teaching	load	of	
somewhere	around	36	to	42	hours	that	
year.	

Planned	ahead	and	worked	syllabi	to	reflect	
deadlines	and	workload	constraints.		

Ins-tu-onal	barriers	
Barrier	 Descrip-on	 Mi-ga-on	

Iden>ty	Crisis	 We	were	approximately	5	years	or	more	
into	an	iden>ty	crisis	that	was	probably	
the	single	most	obvious	unresolved	
ins>tu>onal	issue.	

This	is	almost	impossible	to	mi>gate	in	18	
months.	Our	Board	hired	a	long->me,	well	
respected,	and	highly	trusted	member	of	
our	faculty	as	President	–	which	helped	
tremendously.	

Policy	
Governance	

Prior	to	the	administra>ve	change,	
virtually	all	communica>on	between	the	
BOT	and	everyone	else	was	filtered	
through	the	President	–	who	was	gone.		

We	had	to	spend	a	substan>al	amount	of	
>me	in	discussion	with	our	Board	to	be	sure	
that	everyone	knew	what	had	actually	
transpired	before	and	why.	

Bifurcated	
Undergraduate	
Cores	

We	had	allowed	innova>on	to	occur	in	
one	locus	and	as	a	result	developed	two	
totally	different	general	educa>on	and	
Bible/theology	cores.	We	couldn’t	really	
ar>culate	a	ra>onale	for	this	apart	from	
expedience.	

Total	academic	reorganiza>on	–	which	was	a	
judgment	call	-	beher	to	have	data	from	a	
broken	model,	or	a	func>onal	model	but	no	
data?	

Work	the	problems	
•  Where	are	your	obvious	failures?	

•  You	can	cram	the	wri>ng;	you	can’t	
cram	systemic	change	or	faculty	buy	in;	
and	if	you	start	by	delega>ng	sec>ons	
you	will	by	default	limit	your	ability	to	
address	these	kinds	of	issues.	

•  The	odds	are	you	have	a	much	beher	
idea	of	how	to	address	your	greatest	
issues;	let	your	visit	team	endorse	your	
idea	rather	than	geing	stuck	with	
theirs.	

Who	belongs	on	your	team?	

Those	who	can	make	the	changes	
you	need	to	make	before	your	visit.	
	
Those	who	know	where	the	bodies	
are	buried	(why	things	were	done,	
how	things	work,	and	where	to	find	
data).	
	
Those	who	can	be	relied	upon	to	
follow	through	on	commitments	
made.	

Wri-ng	Approach	
•  Narra>ve	
	

•  Way	more	fun	to	read.	
	
•  Your	own	people	are	more	likely	to	
read	it	and	give	you	feedback.	

	
•  Preferred	by	your	visit	team	before	
their	visit	when	they	just	want	to	know	
your	story.	

•  Check	List	
	

•  Keeps	all	your	bases	covered.	
	
•  Keeps	your	wri>ng	focused.	
	
•  Preferred	by	your	visit	team	aZer	
they’ve	leZ	when	they’re	trying	to	
write	their	report.	
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We	actually	did	both:	
•  Narra>ve:	

•  ATS	
•  Check	List	

•  HLC	
•  ABHE	

Check	Sheet	Example	

A	quick	note	about	cross	referencing	another	document	

•  Best	case	scenario	it	is	annoying.	

•  Worst	case	scenario	you	leave	stuff	
out	or	they	can’t	find	stuff.	

•  Just	because	you	can	doesn’t	mean	
you	should.	

Research	Model:	Mo-on	for	Summary	Judgment	
•  Look	at	the	nomenclature:	

•  HLC:	Assurance	Argument	
•  ABHE:	Compliance	Document	

•  What	is	a	MSJ?	
•  Upon	reviewing	the	evidence,	there	
remains	no	genuine	issue	of	material	
fact,	and	thus	no	further	factual	
determina>on	is	needed	to	resolve	the	
maher.	A	genuine	issue	of	material	
fact	causes	the	mo>on	to	fail.	Do	not	
be	ambiguous.	

Cross-check	your	data	
•  Just	like	a	blind	date,	you	will	be	
Googled;	so	pull	your	own:	
•  Annual	Reports	
•  Visit	Reports	
•  Substan>ve	Change	Requests	
•  IPEDS	
•  Form	990	

•  They	will	visit	both	your	website	
and	your	campus;	walk	through	
them	and	clean	up	whatever	needs	
it.	

State	the	answer,	then	aSach	proof.		
Making	up	stuff	is	just	asking	for	a	curveball.	
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What	is	proof?	
•  What	is	requested?	If	you	must	
demonstrate	that	you	have	a	policy,	
then	that	policy	is	your	evidence.	If	
you	must	demonstrate	that	you	
actually	do	what	the	policy	says,	
then	you	need	mee>ng	minutes,	
etc.	along	with	the	policy.	If	you	
have	nothing,	then	write	a	policy	
and	put	together	a	plan	to	
implement	it.	

•  It	is	amazing	how	many	>mes	
people	disconnect	the	answer	from	
the	ques>on.	Be	sure	you	start	with	
the	ques>on.	If	you	start	with	
another	school’s	answer,	you	may	
find	that	they	missed	the	ques>on,	
and	even	if	they	got	away	with	it,	
you	may	not.	

Who	to	watch	out	for	in	your	own	backyard…	
•  The	Procras>nator.	Constantly	fails	
to	meet	deadlines;	back	their	
deadlines	up	since	they	won’t	meet	
them	anyway.	If	necessary,	roll	out	
whatever	it	takes	–	phone	call	from	
the	President,	daily	visit	from	your	
TA,	horse	head	in	the	bed,	etc.	

Who	to	watch	out	for	in	your	own	backyard…	
•  The	Deadweight.	Timely	provides	
you	with	evidence	that	they	are	not	
doing	their	job	(knowingly	or	
unknowingly);	may	be	nothing	you	
can	do	about	this	one	except	warn	
your	president	about	what	you	
think	is	going	on	and	hope	they	
don’t	ask	for	much	>me	with	them	
during	their	visit.	

Who	to	watch	out	for	in	your	own	backyard…	
•  The	Farmer.	Uses	the	self	study	
and/or	the	visit	team	to	plant	their	
own	agenda	items	hoping	they	
grow	into	recommenda>ons	(and	
thus	organiza>onal	ammuni>on)	in	
the	team’s	final	report.	Look	at	old	
reports	and	ask	yourself	whether	
you	see	evidence	of	this;	if	so	you	
can	have	a	conversa>on,	counter	
the	issue	by	highligh>ng	it	as	a	
strength	(if	it	is),	or	find	a	
conference	for	them	that	week.	

A	quick	word	about	the	team…	
•  Every	introductory	mee>ng	begins	
with	the	team’s	statement	that	
they	have	come	to	help.	While	this	
statement	is	nearly	always	genuine,	
as	a	factual	maher	it	can	be	
dubious.	

•  Sugges>ons,	statements,	
recommenda>ons	by	teams	live	for	
a	decade	in	the	minds	(and	
documents)	that	follow	a	visit.	Yet	
this	may	not	be	appropriate.	

•  Prepare	yourself	and	your	school	
for	the	reality	that	visit	teams	
rou>nely	have	people	who	come	to	
assess	you	in	areas	that	their	home	
ins>tu>ons	have	entrusted	no	
responsibility	for,	and	that	even	a	
team	of	the	most	brilliant	men	and	
women	on	the	face	of	the	earth	
couldn’t	learn	your	school	and	
context	at	a	level	needed	to	make	
major	change	in	the	short	>me	
allohed	to	a	visit.	

•  What	you	get	from	a	team	can	be	
helpful	–	but	it	is	not	gospel.		

GeWng	Buy	In	(to	iden-fy,	not	squelch	contradic-on)	
•  Start	at	the	top	–	your	president	must	
read	every	word.	

•  Then	send	it	to	your	VPs	–	who	also	
must	read	every	word.	

•  Then	to	your	en>re	campus	(including	
your	BOT).	Your	president	needs	to	tell	
your	en>re	community	that	they	are	
expected	to	read	the	sec>ons	that	are	
applicable	to	their	areas	and	tell	them	
if	they	aren’t	sure	which	sec>ons	those	
are	to	ask.	This	process	includes	an	
iden>fied	comment	process	and	
editorial	review.		
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Keep	an	eye	out	for	percep-on	trumping	reality.	

•  Do	your	best	to	dole	out	reality.	If	
you	find	you	are	unable	to	convince	
your	own	people	of	the	reality	of	
something,	then	realize	that	you	
may	be	similarly	unable	to	convince	
your	accreditor.	

Prepping		
•  Write	up	a	memo	to	your	president	
providing	a	status	update	on	the	old	
issues	iden>fied	in	prior	
interac>ons	with	your	accreditor	
and	the	new	issues	you	think	your	
self-study	process	has	brought	to	
light.	

•  Iden>fy	what	you	think	will	be	the	
most	likely	issues	and	your	
responses	to	the	administra>on,	
faculty,	staff,	and	BOT;	put	it	in	
wri>ng,	assess	the	risk	of	each,	and	
then	walk	people	through	them	so	
they	understand.	

Don’t	forget	the	details…	
•  Check	for	formaing	requirements,	
data	supplements,	nomenclature,	
file	name	conven>ons,	etc.	

•  Check	your	complaint	file.	

•  Find	out	dietary	restric>ons	and	
medical	needs	(especially	disability	
accommoda>ons)	for	visit	team	
members.	

•  Give	them	a	physical	space	of	their	
own	away	from	places	likely	to	be	
problema>c	due	to	ac>vi>es,	
personali>es,	parking,	etc.	

•  Assign	a	lead	handler	who	has	been	
involved	in	the	development	of	
documents	(so	they	know	how	to	
respond	to	inquiries).	

Don’t	forget	finishing	well!	
•  The	ini>al	review	by	the	visit	team	
(however	that	may	look)	is	a	rarely	
discussed	opportunity	to	shape	
your	future.	

•  Note	though	that	any	push	back	
should	probably	involve	your	liaison	
and	only	be	done	consistent	with	
your	president’s	tolerance	level	for	
confronta>on.	

•  Examples:	
•  The	conclusion	by	the	visit	team	that	
our	BOT	lacked	authority	to	approve	
the	budget	resulted	in	their	conclusion	
that	they	failed	to	meet	their	fiduciary	
obliga>ons.	We	provided	evidence	
that	this	included	a	factual	mistake	
and	it	was	removed	from	the	final	
report.	

•  The	conclusion	that	our	ins>tu>onal	
goals	could	not	be	our	strategic	goals	
was	a	conclusion	that	resulted	in	a	
determina>on	that	we	needed	
ins>tu>onal	goals.	I	was	overruled	by	
my	president	and	thus	we	did	not	
object	to	this	conclusion.	

Close	the	Loop	
•  Write	up	a	report	of	everything	that	
was	recommended	and	at	what	
level	of	importance.	Systema>cally	
work	through	each	and	determine	
whether	you	are	going	to	do	
something	and	why.	For	those	that	
you	are	going	to	do	something	with,	
assign	a	responsible	person	and	a	
deadline.	


