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HLC Pathways for
Reaffirmation of Accreditation:

The Open Pathway

Background 

Introduction 
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Section 1. 
The Open Pathway

Overview 

Factors in Determining Participation in the Open Pathway 

Assurance and Improvement in the Open Pathway 
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Comprehensive Evaluation

The Assurance Review

Assurance Argument
Evidence File.

The Assurance System
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The Assurance Argument 
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The Evidence File 

must 

required
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Required documents in Evidence File
(significant additional evidence is expected;

the specific types of evidence are at the institution’s discretion)

Must be uploaded to the 
Evidence File

May be provided by a link 
to an external source1

Course Catalog/Bulletins X
Audited Financial Statements X
Budgets and Expenditure Reports X
Faculty/Staff Handbooks X
Student Handbooks X
Class Schedules X
Mission and Planning Documents X
Governance Documents (charters, bylaws, organizational chart) X
Faculty Roster (full- and part-time, credentials) X
Contractual & Consortial Agreements (related to academic programs) X
Third Party Comment Notices * X
Federal Compliance Materials * X

1 

The Assurance Review Timeline

Assurance Filing

Review Online Assurance 
Review Begins1 Team Visit Begins Team Visit Ends2 Online Assurance  

Review Ends3

Year 4
On the start date 
scheduled

Not applicable unless a visit is requested by the 
team When final report is 

submitted to HLC (usually 
10 weeks after online 
Assurance Review begins) Year 10

4 weeks before campus 
visit date

On-campus visit date 
scheduled

At conclusion of 1½ 
days on main campus

1
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2

3

Process for Conducting the Team Visit

Team Size for the Assurance Review 
and the Comprehensive Evaluation
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Sample Agenda for the Year 10 Team Visit

Day 1:  Morning 
o Meet with the institution’s senior leadership
o Meet with individuals involved in the Assurance Argument and Evidence File
o Meet with representatives of the institution’s board
o Meet individually with the institution’s chief officers

Day 1:  Afternoon 
o Conduct campus tour 
o Meet with formal committees typically led by faculty (general education, curriculum, assessment, etc.) 
o Meet with leadership representatives from academic and student affairs units, as needed
o Conduct open forum for faculty and staff
o Meet with additional individuals and groups (as determined by electronic review of Evidence File and 

Assurance Argument)

Day 2:  Morning
o Meet with student senate (or key student groups as applicable)
o Meet with groups and individuals from Day 1 if meetings not yet held
o Hold Exit Session with institution’s senior leadership (visit concludes and team departs campus)

Post-Visit

Day 2:  Afternoon and Day 3: Morning
o Team deliberations and work at off-campus location

The Team Report and Recommendation
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The Quality Initiative 
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Quality Initiative Proposal and Its Submission

Quality Initiative Approval

1. Commission Staff Review.

2. Peer Review and Approval.

3. Institution Notification.
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Quality Initiative Report and Review 

Commission Staff Review

Peer Review

Final Review and Institutional Response

Commission Decision-Making Process
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Final Notes

Public Disclosure 

Other Monitoring 

Phase-In Timeline
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Section 2.
Transitioning from

 PEAQ to the Open Pathw
ay

Master Chart of the Open Pathway Ten-Year Cycle
This chart outlines the cycle for the major components of the Open Pathway—Assurance and Improvement.1 The chart does not reflect any 
monitoring that may be required by some component of the Assurance Review, by Commission policy, or by institutional change requests.

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 Year 7 Year 8 Year 9 Year 10

Assurance 
Process

Institution may contribute 
documents to Evidence File

Assurance Filing 
(Assurance 

Argument and 
Evidence File)2 Institution may contribute 

documents to Evidence File

Assurance Filing 
(Assurance Argument 

and Evidence File); 
Federal Compliance 

Requirements2

Assurance Review 
(no visit 3)

Assurance Review 
and Comprehensive 

Evaluation (with visit)

Improvement: 
The Quality 
Initiative

Quality Initiative Proposal Filed
(window of opportunity 

to submit)

Quality Initiative 
Proposal Reviewed

Quality Initiative Report Filed

Quality Initiative  Report 
Reviewed

Commission 
Decision-
Making

Action to Accept 
Assurance Review4

Action on 
Comprehensive 
Evaluation and 

Reaffirmation of 
Accreditation5

Other
Monitoring

The Commission will continue to review data submitted by affiliated institutions through the Institutional Update, will apply change processes as 
appropriate to planned institutional developments, and will monitor institutions through reports, visits, and other means as it deems appropriate.

Key
Documents filed electronically by the institution
Review does not include a visit
Review includes a visit
Commission actions

Notes
1  the chart applies to institutions eligible for the Open Pathway (see page 3)
2   some institutions will also file materials for multi-campus review
3    team may require a visit to explore uncertainties in evidence that cannot be resolved at a distance
4  certain team recommendations may require IAC action
5  action on the Year 10 review will also determine the institution’s future Pathway eligibility
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From PEAQ to the Open Pathway:
A Transition Calculator

From PEAQ to the Open Pathway: A Transition Calculator and Transition Maps

Each Transition Map has 
been customized to apply to that year. Therefore, it is important to look only at the applicable map. 
Attempting to compare maps may only cause confusion.

Next PEAQ 
Reaffirmation Visit 

Scheduled

PEAQ Visit  
Actually Takes Place

Year the Institution 
Transitions to the 

 Open Pathway

Place on Open 
Pathway Cycle at 

Transition

Refer to 
Transition Map

2011-12 2011-12 2012-13 Year 1 Map A

2012-13 2012-13 2013-14 Year 1 Map B

2013-14 2013-14 2014-15 Year 1 Map C

2014-15 2014-15 2015-16 Year 1 Map D

2015-16 n/a 2012-13 Year 7 Map E

2016-17 n/a 2012-13 Year 6 Map F

2017-18 n/a 2012-13 Year 5 Map G

2018-19 n/a 2012-13 Year 4* Map H

2019-20 n/a 2012-13 Year 3* Map I

2020-21 n/a 2012-13 Year 2* Map J

.
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MAPPING THE TRANSITION OF ELIGIBLE INSTITUTIONS INTO THE OPEN PATHWAY
This document maps the transition of institutions currently scheduled for PEAQ reaffirmation visits based on the ten-year Open Pathway cycle. 

 It assumes that the transition of all eligible institutions will begin in 2012-13. All eligible institutions will have transitioned to the Open Pathway by 2015-2016. 

Transition Map I:  For institutions with the next PEAQ reaffirmation visit in 2019-20
This chart assumes the outcome of the last PEAQ visit is to place the institution on a ten-year cycle. Other outcomes could place the institution on the Standard Pathway.

Year 2012–13 2013–14 2014–15 2015–16 2016–17 2017–18 2018–19 2019–20 2020–21 2021–22 2022–23 2023–24

Pathway Cycle Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 Year 7 Year 8 Year 9 Year 10 Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4

Assurance 
Process

Institution 
may 

contribute 
documents 

to the 
Evidence File

ASSURANCE 
REVIEW 

WAIVED 1

Institution may contribute 
documents to the Evidence File

Assurance Filing 
(Assurance 

Argument and 
Evidence File); 

Federal Compliance 
Requirements2

Institution may contribute 
documents to the Evidence File

Assurance Filing 
(Assurance 

Argument and 
Evidence File)

Assurance 
Review

(no visit) 3

Assurance Review 
and Comprehensive 

Evaluation 
(with visit)

Improvement:
The Quality 
Initiative

Quality Initiative Proposal Filed
(window of opportunity to submit)

Quality Initiative Proposal Reviewed

Commission 
Decision- 
Making

ASSURANCE 
REVIEW 

WAIVED 1

Quality Initiative Report Filed
Action on 

Comprehensive 
Evaluation and 

Reaffirmation of 
Accreditation4

Action to Accept 
Assurance 

ReviewQuality Initiative Report Reviewed

New Criteria Effective 
1/1/135

Other 
Monitoring

The Commission will continue to review data submitted by affiliated institutions through the Institutional Update, will apply change processes as appropriate to planned institutional 
developments, and will monitor institutions through reports, visits, and other means as it deems appropriate.

1 Modified schedule during transition years.
2 For comprehensive evaluations, some institutions will also file materials for multi-campus review.
3 Team may require a visit to explore uncertainties in evidence that cannot be resolved at a distance.
4 Action on Year 10 review will also determine the institution’s future Pathway eligibility.
5 New Criteria adopted 2/24/12. Date applies to accredited institutions. See Criteria booklet for additional information on the implementation timeline.
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Pathways Pioneer Institutions

Cohort Two

Commission-Facilitated Quality 
Initiatives through the Academy for 
Assessment of Student Learning

Launch Fall 2010

Cohort Three

Quality Initiatives Focused on the 
Lumina Degree Qualifications Profile

Launch Spring 2011

AQIP Institutions Testing Degree 
Qualifications Profile as Action Project

Cohort One

Institution Designed 
Quality Initiatives

Launch Fall 2009
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