
Accrediting Commission for Community and Junior Colleges, 
Western Association of Schools and Colleges (ACCJC) 

 
Additional Information Pertaining to Executive Committee Report on the CFT Complaint 

 
On May 30, the Executive Committee of the ACCJC filed a response to a complaint dated April 
30, 2013 filed by the California Federation of Teachers and others against the Accrediting 
Commission for Community Colleges, Western Association of Schools and Colleges (ACCJC). 
That complaint questioned ACCJC compliance with U.S. Department of Education Criteria for 
Recognition in the areas of conflict of interest, 34 C.F.R. § 602.15 (a)(6), and in the consistent 
application of standards in accreditation processes, 34 C.F.R. § 602.18, both subjects pertaining 
in particular to ACCJC actions related to City College of San Francisco.   
 
Since the Executive Committee Report was submitted and posted, there have been questions 
about aspects of the voluminous CFT complaint document that the ACCJC had determined to be 
not material. This document is being posted to provide information from ACCJC for its members 
on other elements within the CFT document which were determined not critical to the Executive 
Committee investigation and Report.    
 
The voluminous materials provided by CFT carry several themes that are repeated multiple times 
through the complaint. This Additional Information document is organized into six sections as 
follows: 
 

Thematic Misinterpretations  
1. Recommendations 
2. Graduated Sanctions 
3. Impartial Teams 
4. Peer Evaluators 
5. External Standards 
6. Two-Year Rule 

 Erroneous Claims  
1. Lack of Commission diligence in reviewing institutional materials.  
2. Differing application of standards.  
3. Conflict with state law and regulatory requirements.  
4. Inappropriate practice as demonstrated by statistics.  
5. Improper Advocacy by ACCJC.       
6. Adversity to unions by ACCJC. 

 Conflict of Interest 
1. Inaccurate Underlying Assumptions 

a. The action letters show Barbara Beno’s opinion of CCSF. 
b. Barbara Beno is a key actor in the decision-making of the 

Commission. 
2. General Conflict 
3. Spousal Conflict 
4. Revealing Confidential Information 
5. Advocacy Conflict 
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 Application and Enforcement of Standards with Respect to Mission 
1. Inaccurate Underlying Assumptions 

a. There was no confidential recommendation from the team. 
b. The Commission inappropriately applied a new standard when 

considering the CCSF financial requirements. 
c. There are improprieties in the sanctioning of CCSF for not pre-funding 

Other Post Employment Benefits (OPEB) liabilities through an 
irrevocable trust. 

d. CCSF was found deficient because it obtains grant funding. 
2. Due Process is a control against bias, conflict of interest, and misapplication 

of standards 
 Events Since the CFT Complaint was Filed in April, 2013  

Conclusion 
 
Thematic Misinterpretations  
 
In its response to the CFT complaint filed with the ACCJC, the Commission’s Executive 
Committee focused on the two primary substantive issues. The Executive Committee Report is 
posted at www.accjc.org. In this Additional Information document, we address the elements of 
the CFT complaint that created an impression of issues where there were none.  
 
1. Recommendations. The CFT document relies on a common usage of the word 
recommendation rather than on the term of art within accreditation practice. For approximately 
50 years of ACCJC accreditation practice in the Western Region, recommendation has been the 
term that refers to both the citation of standards–  Eligibility Requirements (ERs), Accreditation 
Standards (Standards), and Commission policies, (together commonly referred to as standards)–  
about which action is taken, and to the recommendation for how an institution can address the 
issue raised. Recommendations stem from the findings, analysis and conclusions in a team 
report, wherein the team identifies the college’s deficiencies in meeting standards. The action 
letter sent to CCSF following its 2006 comprehensive evaluation review provides three examples 
of a team’s recommendation for how the institution can address the particular issue is followed 
by the citation of Standards for which deficiencies were noted. 
 

…. Recommendations #2, #3, and #4 are presented as overarching concerns that 
should receive the college’s focused attention and emphasis (emphasis added).  
The other recommendations are also important for the college to address in 
conjunction with its ongoing planning and operational activities. 

 
 Recommendation 2:  Planning and Assessment 

The team recommends that the college build upon its continuing planning and 
assessment efforts and develop an integrated process of institutional planning and 
assessment that combines strategic planning, educational planning, facilities 
planning, technology planning, and personnel planning in a manner that links 
these planning processes to annual budgets.  Planning should be based upon the 
findings of instructional and non-instructional program review, which should 

http://www.accjc.org/
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include clear criteria for resource reallocation and/or program and service 
development, expansion, or termination. (Standards I.B, II.A.2.e, and II.A.2.f). 
 
Recommendation 3:  Student Learning Outcomes 
The team recommends that the college ensure that student learning outcomes are 
fully institutionalized as a core element of college operations, with specific focus 
on curriculum and program development.  (Standards I.B.1, II.A.1.c, II.A.2, 
II.A.3, and II.A.6). 
 
Recommendation 4:  Financial Planning and Stability  
The team recommends that the college develop a financial strategy that will:  
match ongoing expenditures with ongoing revenue; maintain the minimum 
prudent reserve level; reduce the percentage of its annual budget that is utilized 
for salaries and benefits; and address funding for retiree health benefits costs. 
(Standards III.D.1.b, III.D.2.c, and III.D.2.d). 

 
Recommendations from the ACCJC are of two types: either “to meet the standard” or “to 
increase institutional effectiveness.” Recommendations to meet the standard are given when the 
institution has a deficiency in meeting standards. Recommendations to increase institutional 
effectiveness (to improve) are given when the institution may meet the level of a particular 
standard, but additional effort would bring the institution to closer alignment with expectations 
of institutional effectiveness. In most ACCJC comprehensive evaluation reviews, some 
deficiency in meeting standards is found. Institutions are required to address all 
recommendations and to demonstrate they have come into compliance with standards. When the 
deficiencies rise to a particular level of concern, a sanction is assigned in accordance with the 
Policy on Commission Actions on Institutions.  
 
2. Graduated Sanctions. The CFT narrative asserts an error of practice in the assignment of 
“Show Cause” without first progressing through a pathway of lesser sanctions. The ACCJC does 
not follow a practice of graduated sanctions. In accordance with its Policy on Commission 
Actions on Institutions, the Commission reviews the status of an institution in meeting ERs, 
Standards, and Commission policies and, in cases when it is warranted, assigns a sanction that 
best reflects the institution’s standing relative to compliance with standards. While it is not 
common for the situation of a college to have significantly declined since the previous external 
evaluation, there have been instances when the ACCJC has found serious deficiencies in meeting 
standards where previous indications had been an institution was aligning itself to standards. In 
like turn, institutions which have been on a serious sanction may come into full compliance with 
standards by the next external review and are removed from any sanction, rather than somehow 
having to “move down the sanction ladder.”  
 
3.Impartial Teams. In its complaint, the CFT implies the term “impartial,” as used in “impartial 
teams,” “impartial peer evaluators,” etc, somehow means a separation from the ACCJC and its 
Commissioners.  To the contrary, “teams represent the Commission.” [Team Evaluator Manual, 
section 2.3 The Role of the Accrediting Commission, Team Selection] The connotation of 
impartiality pertains to the relationship of teams and team members (peer evaluators) to the 
institution undergoing a review, and avoidance of conflicts of interest in that regard. Further, 



4 
 

impartiality pertains to the independence of accrediting agencies, including ACCJC, from parent 
organizations, such as trade associations, in performing accreditation functions.  
 
External evaluation teams conduct their visits on behalf of the Commission. Their reports 
become a part of the ACCJC record upon which Commission action is based. They are not asked 
to judge or evaluate past actions of the Commission; instead they are asked to verify, for the 
Commission, whether the institution has addressed previous recommendations and currently 
meets standards. In CCSF’s case, 17 members were appointed to the team. Nothing about these 
individuals led CCSF or ACCJC to assert a conflict of interest. No connections between 
evaluation team members and CCSF existed to create a conflict of interest or appearance of 
conflict.  
 
4.Peer Evaluators. The CFT attempts, in its complaint, to reinterpret the meaning of peer 
evaluators to include a requirement that team composition must be representative of the 
proportion of certain positions as found in member institutions. That is not the meaning of peer 
evaluators, and is not the intention of ACCJC. As stated in the Team Evaluator Manual [section 
2.3, Team Selection, page 4]: 
 

Commission staff develops the peer evaluation teams from a roster of experienced 
educators who have exhibited leadership and balanced judgment.  Typically, a team has 
several faculty members, academic and student services administrators, a chief 
executive officer, a trustee, a business officer, and individuals with expertise and/or 
experience in learning resources, distance/correspondence education, planning, 
research, evaluation, and baccalaureate programs.  Each evaluator is chosen to bring 
perspective to the task, but not as a “representative” of an organizational constituency.  
Teams represent the Commission. 
 
Each team is selected to provide experienced, impartial professionals appropriate for 
the institution being evaluated, and to address any special concerns the college may 
have expressed.  Colleges may ask for special expertise, but they may not request 
specific individuals.  Teams are reflective of the diversity of the college and the region. 
 
The size and complexity of the institution being evaluated will determine the number of 
persons on the team.  The Commission seeks a balance of experienced and first-time 
evaluators, and each team includes persons with experience at institutions similar to the 
college being evaluated. 

 
The team members are chosen for their capacity to use the standards to evaluate an institution 
and for expertise in the areas of institutional practice assessed in accreditation, including 
mission, institutional planning, educational programs, student services, library and learning 
resources, human resources, physical resources, technology, finance, chief executive officer 
leadership, board function, and governance.   
 
Nothing in U.S. Department of Education regulations or in law supports the CFT assertion of the 
need for team composition to be representative of the proportion of certain positions as found in 
member institutions.  As a regional accreditor, the ACCJC is required to ensure its evaluation 
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teams are comprised of academic and administrative representatives. This is done without 
exception. The Commission itself is composed of higher education professionals as well as 
representatives of the public (at least 1/7 of the members, having no direct relationship to 
member institutions and with no family members who have a direct relationship to member 
institutions).  
 
5. External Standards. The CFT presents a notion that there is somehow a prohibition on the 
ACCJC from using standards from organizations outside the ACCJC in evaluating institutions. 
This is not the case. While institutions are evaluated on the basis of their compliance with 
ACCJC ERs, Standards, and Commission policies, understandings of appropriate practices often 
find their basis in common expectations in the field. For example, Eligibility Requirement 18, 
Financial Accountability states: 
 

The institution annually undergoes and makes available an external financial audit by a 
certified public accountant or an audit by an appropriate public agency.  The institution 
shall submit with its eligibility application a copy of the budget and institutional financial 
audits and management letters prepared by an outside certified public accountant or by an 
appropriate public agency, who has no other relationship to the institution, for its two 
most recent fiscal years, including the fiscal year ending immediately prior to the date of 
the submission of the application.  The audits must be certified and any exceptions 
explained.  It is recommended that the auditor employ as a guide Audits of Colleges and 
Universities, published by the American Institute of Certified Public Accountants.  An 
applicant institution must not show an annual or cumulative operating deficit at any time 
during the eligibility application process.  Institutions that are already Title IV eligible 
must demonstrate compliance with federal requirements.   

 
As Eligibility Requirements are applied to many types of applicants, it was important to clarify 
the recommended means for performing an audit of an institution of higher education, employing 
the Audits of Colleges and Universities guide published by the American Institute of Certified 
Public Accountants. The requirement for external financial audits to be conducted by a certified 
public accountant or an appropriate public agency implies that audits will include an examination 
of all relevant accounting standards, including those of the Government Accounting Standards 
Board (GASB).   Deviations from the accounting standards, including GASB Standard 45, would 
be noted in these external audits, and would be taken into consideration by ACCJC evaluators.  

 
Teams are advised not to replace the language of ACCJC standards with standards by other 
organizations in recommendations. From the Team Evaluator Manual, page 24:  
 

 8. Recommendations should not contain references that are not part of the Standards. 
Terms like “Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA),” “shared governance,” 
“matriculation,” and “collegial consultation” have specific meaning in the systems which 
govern some member institutions.  While the principles included in these terms may be 
embodied in the Accreditation Standards, avoid creating confusion that may result from 
the use of these specialized terms. 
 
9. Recommendations should not be based on the standards of governmental agencies, the 
legislature, or organizations. The relevant standards for the team are those of the ACCJC.  
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ACCJC evaluation teams are not expected to enforce the standards of programmatic or other 
accreditors, or all federal and state legal requirements placed upon member institutions. They are 
expected to monitor aspects of institutional compliance with Title IV, and to note other legal, 
regulatory, and programmatic deficiencies insofar as they may come to the attention of the team 
and as they may implicate compliance with ACCJC standards.  
 
6. Two-Year Rule. The CFT erroneously claims that federal regulation “allows a college two 
years to address deficiencies, and longer when warranted.” In fact, regulations require that if an 
institution is found to not be in compliance with any standard, the accrediting agency must 
immediately initiate adverse action against the institution or require the institution to come into 
compliance within a period not to exceed two years. 34 C.F.R. § 602.20.  
 
Beginning in 2008, the ACCJC shifted its interpretation of this regulation. Whereas prior to that 
time, the Commission had applied the regulation to deficiencies noted as a part of a sanction, it 
was clarified during the 2007 U.S. Department of Education recognition review of ACCJC that 
regulatory intent was for the language “not to be in compliance with any standard” to apply to 
all deficiencies in compliance with standards.  Further, the time requirement for an institution to 
“come into compliance within a period not to exceed two years” began to run when the 
deficiency was first noted as such. As this shift represented a significant departure from past 
practice, multiple notifications were provided to member institutions, and trainings and manuals 
were adapted to provide for the corrected application of regulations.  
 
As mentioned in the CFT complaint, there is a regulatory provision for a good cause extension 
of the two year limit for an identified deficiency. However, the good cause extension is far from 
an entitlement; it is applicable in limited circumstances, such as when the deficiency will be 
fully resolved upon an action by an external body which has the authority to do so. As described 
in U.S. Department of Education Guidelines for Preparing/Reviewing Petitions and Compliance 
Reports, § 602.20, the “good cause” extensions granted by accrediting agencies must be limited 
in application, limited in time, and may not be used to avoid the implementation of an adverse 
action. Allowing additional time for compliance to an institution because it has only recently 
begun to work to meet a particular standard would be an inappropriate use of the good cause 
extension. 
   
The Two-Year Rule, as it is referred to in the ACCJC Western Region, has been one of the 
single-most important changes in accreditation practice over the past several years. Whereas 
continuing progress of a college in a positive direction may have prevented serious action by the 
Commission in earlier times, removal of deficiencies within the designated time is now the 
expectation.  Both the ACCJC and its member institutions have a heightened awareness of the 
need for compliance with standards at all times.  
 
Erroneous Claims  
 
Just as the CFT complaint carried forward a number of misinterpretations which created 
impressions of issues when there were none, the complaint also stated erroneous information and 
then built upon that information to elucidate non-existent issues. In its response to the CFT 
complaint, the Commission’s Executive Committee focused on the major substantive issues. 
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Here, we identify erroneous information that was stated and why the ACCJC determined there 
were no material issues to address in its response to the CFT complaint.  
 
1. Lack of Commission diligence in reviewing institutional materials. The CFT Complaint cites 
a workshop presenter as stating that Commissioners only receive documentation for cases under 
review the night before the Commission meeting. In fact, materials are provided to 
Commissioners several weeks prior to a Commission meeting. In situations where additional 
materials arrive at the ACCJC too late for inclusion in the initial shipping, these materials are 
provided to Commissioners as they arrive at the Commission. When an institution has sent 
supplemental information to the Commission short of the minimum 15 days-before-the-
Commission-meeting requirement [Policy on Access to Commission Meetings, II.A.] , ACCJC 
practice has been to nevertheless provide that information to Commissioners. One of the 
hallmarks of ACCJC accreditation practice is that Commissioners do not act solely to ratify team 
reports. Instead, institutional reports and evidence, previous reports and action letters, and 
testimony and documentation provided by the college Chief Executive Officer, as well as the 
team reports and recommendations are reviewed and considered by the Commission before it 
takes action on the accredited status of institutions.  It should be noted that these same 
voluminous review materials, comprising multiple copies of the originals held securely on file by 
the ACCJC, must be collected and shredded upon conclusion of each meeting. 
 
2. Differing application of standards. The CFT complaint states that differing standards are 
applied to institutions. In fact, all member institutions are evaluated on the basis of compliance 
with Eligibility Requirements, Accreditation Standards and Commission policies, as published 
and made available to member institutions and the public. It should be noted that: 
 

• Eligibility Requirements, Accreditation Standards and Commission policies do evolve 
and change. In accordance with U.S. Department of Education regulations, changes to 
standards are made no later than a year after the need for change is identified. [Policy on 
Review of Accreditation Standards] Proposed changes to ERs, Standards, and 
institutional policies are presented to the Commission for initial consideration, called first 
reading, in the Public Session of a Commission meeting. Upon acceptance for first 
reading, the proposed changes are sent to the field and posted on the accjc.org website 
with notification of the period for comment from the field. Upon completion of the 
comment period, the proposed changes are revised as needed and presented to the 
Commission for its final review, called second reading, and adoption. After adoption, the 
adopted standards and policies are sent to the field and posted on the ACCJC website, 
www.accjc.org. The changes or revisions take effect at that time. When there have been 
significant revisions to Accreditation Standards as a part of a periodic Review of 
Standards, institutions have been given a period of time before Self Evaluation Reports 
are expected to reflect the changes. However, institutions are expected to maintain 
compliance with standards as they evolve. As an aside, it should be noted that while input 
is commonly received from the field related to proposed policy revisions, the CFT has 
not provided formal comment, despite the current declarations of disagreement with 
ACCJC policies and its evaluation process.  
 

• Institutional evaluations are conducted by peer evaluators who are professionals in the 
field. They apply standards consistently and fairly to all institutions. Colleges which have 
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deficiencies as to particular standards may receive different recommendations from the 
evaluation teams- recommendations relevant to the circumstances of the institution in 
question- for how to address the deficiency. This is one of the benefits of the peer 
evaluation process and does not represent a disparate application of the standards 
themselves. Institutions are advised in Commission action letters to refer to the more 
detailed language of the team report in understanding the findings and cited deficiencies 
in compliance with standards that led to the team’s recommendations. For example, see 
these segments from CCSF action letters:  
 

The Commission requires you to give the team report and this letter appropriate 
dissemination to your college staff and to those who were signatories of your 
college self study report.  This group should include the campus leadership and 
the Board of Trustees.  The Commission also requires that the team report and the 
self study report be made available to students and the public.  Placing copies in 
the college library can accomplish this.  Should you want the report electronically 
to place on your web site or for some other purpose, please contact Commission 
staff. 
 
The recommendations contained in the evaluation team report represent the 
observations of the evaluation team at the time of the visit.  The Commission 
reminds you that while an institution may concur or disagree with any part of the 
team report, the college is expected to use the report to improve the educational 
programs and services of the institution. [CCSF 2006 Action Letter]  

 And 
The Evaluation Report describes in detail the findings, analysis and conclusions 
of the 2012 evaluation team.  The College is urged to very carefully review the 
entire report and use it as a basis for developing and enacting strategies to come 
into compliance with accreditation requirements.  The March 2013 Show Cause 
Report should demonstrate that CCSF has addressed all recommendations and 
Commission concerns expressed in this action letter, resolved all deficiencies, and 
come into compliance with Eligibility Requirements 5, 17, 18 and 21, and with 
Accreditation Standards I, II, III and IV, and their specific component parts noted 
in the recommendations listed below, and has the ability to sustain this 
compliance. [CCSF 2012 Action Letter] 

 
• While institutions under review may have deficiencies in complying with one or more 

standards that another institution under review also has, the combination of deficiencies 
and the level of impact on an institution will vary. Consideration of sanctions is based 
upon the individual case of an institution given all of the deficiencies and related 
evidence. This practice is appropriate to the review of an institution’s accredited status 
and does not demonstrate an inappropriate disparity of approach toward certain 
institutions.  

 
• To insure consistency throughout the Western Region, the Commission retains final 

authority to determine the accredited status of institutions.  Because of its experience and 
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oversight of the accreditation process, the Commission is able to bring expanded 
perspective and expertise to the final decision. 

 
The complaint also states that the requirement for a fund balance reserve differs between 
California and Hawaii. In fact, as the Required Evidentiary Documents for Financial Review 
demonstrate, the 5% reserve as an element of fiscal stability is the same across the region.  
Evaluation of institutions for meeting standards related to fiscal transparency, accountability, 
stewardship and sustainability is based upon published standards and is consistent across the 
region. As a side note on effective practice, although the 5% reserve level is the minimum 
commonly used level in the Region, it is the perspective of many financial experts that 5% is 
insufficient to ensure fiscal stability in that it generally represents less than one month’s 
expenditures for a college.  Many colleges have higher reserve levels mandated by their 
governing boards. 
 
3. Conflict with state law and regulatory requirements. The CFT claims that by stating a 
standard that is not contained in state law or regulations (such as the requirement to use student 
learning outcomes assessment in decision-making) or by having a standard with a higher 
requirement than in state law (such as planning for and allocating appropriate resources for 
payment of liabilities and future obligations, including Other Post-Employment Benefits), there 
is an inappropriate conflict with law. In fact, the ACCJC is not obliged to require no more than 
the minimal level of performance that complies with law and regulations. The ACCJC standards 
are determined by the member institutions in the Western Region to represent the expected levels 
of performance. They are intended to assure institutional effectiveness and academic quality. The 
federal government has authority over recognized accrediting agencies, and the ACCJC operates 
in compliance with Department regulations. In any circumstance which causes a conflict with 
state law and regulations, the ACCJC will work with the appropriate governing authorities to 
resolve the conflict. The inclusion of representatives from the California Community Colleges 
State Chancellor’s Office, the University of Hawaii Community College System, and the Pacific 
Postsecondary Education Council on the Commission assures prompt identification of any issues 
when changes to ERs, Standards and Commission policies are considered. At this time, there are 
no ERs, Standards, or Commission policies of the ACCJC in conflict with state law or 
regulations.    
 
4. Inappropriate practice as demonstrated by statistics. The CFT complains that high levels of 
sanction in the Western Region are proof of inappropriate accreditation practice by the ACCJC. 
An examination of the sanctions issued does not support this proposition. While the majority of 
institutions maintain an equilibrium of compliance with standards and continuously improve as 
standards evolve, a number of institutions have struggled with repeated recommendations based 
upon deficiencies of the same or related standards. Given the heightened emphasis from the 
Two-Year Rule (discussed above), and the need to assure the public and students of institutional 
quality, the Commission has acted to impose sanctions when they are warranted in accordance 
with the Policy on Commission Actions on Institutions and to require compliance with standards 
in appropriate time frames. Not all deficiencies result in sanctions. Most colleges will have 
citations to limited deficiencies in recommendations as a part of their review. However, when the 
level of deficiencies has warranted a sanction, the sanction has been issued. A review of college 
reports, evaluation team reports, and Commission action letters will demonstrate that the 
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compliance issues neither represent standards far afield from other regions nor an inappropriate 
application of sanctions. 
 
Those who wish to compare levels of sanction in the Western Region against those of other 
regional accreditors often fail to recognize that some regional accreditors have used private 
sanctions which have not been made public, reserving public notice only for severe sanctions. In 
addition, some accreditors do not require that all accreditation reports and action letters be made 
available to the public. These practices, while more comfortable for member institutions, create a 
misimpression for the public that the lack of notice means there are no deficiencies related to 
standards at an institution. The practice of nonpublic notices at certain levels has also come into 
question of late as to whether it meets regulatory disclosure requirements. Definitions of sanction 
also vary among the regional accreditors. For some accreditors, the term probation is used to 
identify the most severe sanction prior to termination of accreditation. ACCJC also imposes 
probation, but has identified a more severe sanction, Show Cause, for when institutions are in 
substantial non-compliance with standards or when the institution has not responded to the 
conditions imposed by the Commission. In the situation of “Show Cause,” the substantial non-
compliance and/or non-response to imposed conditions are such that the institution must 
demonstrate why its accreditation should not be withdrawn at the end of a stated period. Because 
member institutions must meet and demonstrate compliance with standards at all times, the 
substantial non-compliance implicates an institution’s eligibility to maintain accredited status 
beyond the limited period of time given to demonstrate compliance again. Finally, it must be 
noted that environmental and structural conditions within certain states and systems can alter the 
prevalence of issues related to meeting standards. Collective bargaining climates, different levels 
of state regulation, election versus appointment of governing boards, and other factors play a role 
in the variations found across the regions and within regions. In the Western Region, variations 
are found between California, Hawaii, and the seven Western Pacific affiliates. In California, 
external review agencies are finding, as has also been noted in accreditation reviews, that 
difficulties in governance and leadership are impacting the stability and effectiveness of a 
number of public community colleges. It is worthy to note that availability of growth funds in 
times past may have masked the impact of organizational decisions, which, in today’s fiscal 
environment, become patently obvious. The earlier ability of institutions to hold multiple 
missions of equal priority in terms of commitment, resource allocation, effectiveness and quality, 
is another area which has been altered by external forces in today’s fiscal, governmental, and 
political environment.     
 
The CFT document also attempts to discredit ACCJC accreditation standards on the basis that 
some institutions on sanction report more positive statistics on certain student achievement 
measures than do colleges which are not on sanction. The complaint applies a narrow 
interpretation to the definition of quality.  The ACCJC’s position, as reinforced by input from the 
field, is that all of its ERs and Standards are related to quality. Therefore the Commission does 
not apply a selective set of criteria in its determination of an institution’s accredited status.  The 
complaint cites to criteria regarding institutional performance.  The ACCJC utilizes those criteria 
in its evaluation of institutions.  However it also applies the other criteria in standards as a part of 
its holistic institutional evaluation. There is a great deal of discussion at this time over the 
accuracy and comparability of some of these measures relative to individual colleges’ missions 
and student populations. Nevertheless, even assuming true accuracy and comparability in the 
numbers, the data do not take into consideration the improvements across the field resulting from 
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the application of ACCJC Accreditation Standards. For example, there has been a significant 
increase in focus on student learning outcomes in decision-making, resource allocation is linked 
to program review, and a greater transparency to the public about the programs offered and 
student achievement at an institution. The fact that data and analysis are now available and 
discussed in such performance areas as cited by the CFT complaint is in part due to the emphasis 
on data based decision-making in the Accreditation Standards.  
 
As is stated in the “The Value of Accreditation” published June 2010 by the Council for Higher 
Education Accreditation (CHEA), accreditation provides value by: 

• Encouraging confidence that educational activities have been found to be satisfactory. 
• Assisting with student mobility for transfer and advancement to graduate schools. 
• Signaling to employers that a student’s educational program has met widely accepted 

standards. 
• Providing access to federal financial aid. 
• Confirming that the public presentation of educational programs and student services is 

fair and accurate. 
• Promoting accountability through compliance with general expectations in higher 

education as reflected in accreditation standards. 
• Identifying institutions that have voluntarily undertaken activities directed at improving 

the quality of the institution. 
http://www.chea.org/pdf/Value%20of%20US%20Accreditation%2006.29.2010_buttons.pdf 

 
In CHEA’s article published June 2013, “It’s Time to Speak Out: Accreditation, Its Critics and 
Its Future” (http://www.chea.org/ia/IA_2013.06.25.html), six common criticisms are discussed, 
with responses. These are apropos to the CFT complaint and complaints of others in connection 
with ACCJC accreditation activities: 
 

Criticism 1. Accreditation is responsible for a decline in higher education performance 
and effectiveness as documented by low graduation rates, high student loan default rates, 
declining academic standards and limited student achievement.  
Response 1. This criticism is built on the myth that accreditation controls institutional and 
student performance. This would mean that if accreditation were responsible for the 
asserted decline in performance and effectiveness at some institutions, then accreditation 
would also be responsible for gains, e.g., high graduation rates and low default rates, 
rising academic standards and improvements in student achievement at others. Rarely is 
this last point noted. In reality, accreditation controls neither. The talking point is: 
Accreditation is a confidence builder, a reliable authority on the soundness of colleges 
and universities. This is different from certifying every action of an extraordinarily 
complex institution or every individual student’s performance. 
 
Criticism 2. Accreditation is too costly and is responsible for rising college costs. 
Response 2. There are limited actual data on cost. Moreover, we do not have a common 
definition of “cost of accreditation.” Most institutions do not track direct and indirect 
costs of accreditation. When asked, they can only estimate costs. Other research has yet 
to overcome this difficulty. Without actual specific and aggregate institutional data, we 
cannot affirm that accreditation is too costly or that it plays a role in rising college costs. 
And, for those individual institutions that have tracked actual costs, how do we judge 

http://www.chea.org/pdf/Value%20of%20US%20Accreditation%2006.29.2010_buttons.pdf
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“too costly”? Compared to what? If the cost of an accreditation review (which is what is 
usually reported) is amortized over the three or five or ten years of accredited status, is 
this “too costly”? The talking point is: There is no reliable evidence to date that 
accreditation is too costly or that the cost of accreditation is connected to the rising cost 
of higher education. 
 
Criticism 3. Accreditation is a barrier and fails to embrace innovation. 
Response 3. Reflect on the enormous growth in the numbers and types of institutions and 
students in higher education. Recall the establishment of community colleges in the 
1960s? The advent of distance learning in the 1980s and 1990s? The strong growth of the 
for-profit sector in the 2000s? All were considered innovation. All required that 
accreditation develop and apply effective practices to review quality. Accreditation 
responded. Why expect that accreditation will fail to address current innovation? 
The talking point is: Accreditation has responded in a timely and effective way to the 
major changes and innovation in higher education and will continue to do so. 
 
Criticism 4. Accreditation is “secretive.” 
Response 4.  Accreditors are rapidly making public significant amounts of accreditation 
material (self-studies, team report, action letters, reasons for accreditation decisions). 
Information about accreditation made available by institutions is rapidly expanding as 
well. The thousands of public institutions, by law, cannot be “secretive.” A significant 
number of private institutions choose not to be “secretive” and publish, e.g., accreditation 
self-studies and team reports. The talking point is: All the evidence about the 
transparency of accreditation points to a major expansion of the information available to 
the public about institutional performance, accredited status and the results of 
accreditation reviews.  
 
Criticism 5. Accreditation is burdensome and intrusive. 
Response 5. Accreditation needs to be burdensome and intrusive some of the time. The 
pivotal question is whether the burden and intrusion are warranted. We want 
accreditation to be demanding and look intensively and extensively at substandard 
institutions. They must either improve or lose their accreditation. For other institutions, 
accreditation makes significant demands and involves considerable time and effort. 
However, CHEA has routinely interviewed presidents of all types of institutions for a 
number of years. Many – not all – presidents say that accreditation is sometimes a burden 
and intrusive but, for the most part, the gain from accreditation is worth it, especially with 
regard to quality improvement. The talking point is: “Burden and intrusiveness” is 
appropriate for substandard institutions. For other institutions, such features of reviews, 
while not sought after, are justified by the gain. 
 
Criticism 6. Accreditation operates with two significant conflicts of interest. First, 
institutions review other institutions, thereby encouraging a “you scratch my back and I’ll 
scratch yours” approach. Second, institutions finance the accreditors that are reviewing 
them.  
Response 6. “Conflict of interest” is really a pejorative way of describing the peer review 
that is at the heart of accreditation, academics reviewing academics or professionals 
reviewing professionals. As external reviews of accreditation confirm, peer review is 
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accompanied by strong and effective requirements for accreditors and institutions to 
absent themselves from reviews and decisions where conflicts may occur. In addition, the 
ongoing intense competition among higher education institutions works to discourage 
mutual back-scratching behavior. If conflict of interest allegations are used to discourage 
or eliminate peer review, what type of review will replace this? As with medicine and 
other fields, who is better qualified to examine academic programs and services than 
professionals in these academic areas? Yes, accreditation can look at alternative means to 
eliminate the connection between positive accreditation decisions and the financing of 
accrediting organizations. But where is the evidence that substandard or other institutions 
receive or maintain accreditation because of the revenue they provide? The talking point 
is: The potential for conflict of interest exists within accreditation, as in many fields. 
However, sufficient safeguards to contain conflict of interest have been effective over the 
years. The potential dangers are outweighed by the benefits of peer review and the 
absence of evidence that accreditors award accredited status to obtain additional revenue. 

 
5. Improper Advocacy by ACCJC. The CFT, in its complaint, goes down an errant path 
representing a common misperception: that the ACCJC and its employees and volunteers should 
not lobby or advocate. However, it is vital for nonprofit organizations, including the ACCJC, to 
get involved in the legislative process and have a say in policy discussions relevant to their work 
and their purposes. As a nonprofit organization, the ACCJC does not support candidates for 
public office or particular political parties, and does not spend a substantial amount of its 
resources on lobbying. But involvement in policy work is entirely consistent with ACCJC’s 
mission and the input of the ACCJC on behalf of higher education quality is appropriate. 
ACCJC’s advocacy includes educating policymakers and the public, communication with 
legislators and others expressing views about specific legislation, if any is pending, and 
communication on general issues related to accreditation and higher education when there isn’t 
specific legislation pending. 
 
When the ACCJC President communicates with legislators in her official capacity, she does so at 
the direction of the Commission. The communication is directed at matters relevant to higher 
education quality. For example, the Commission has for years participated in the Student 
Success Conference, and has encouraged support for legislation intended to focus attention on 
the student success needs of a significant population of community college students in 
California. For another recent example, the Commission advocated a change in California 
limitations on retirees from accepting interim positions. The crisis in loss of leadership due to 
significant retirements was being exacerbated by the inability of institutions to find qualified 
interim administrators while searches were underway for permanent placements. The 
deficiencies resulting from leadership gaps were increasing. The ACCJC advocated for the 
change to permit retirees to hold interim positions longer, thus facilitating greater stability during 
leadership transitions by increasing the availability of qualified and experienced interims. In its 
advocacy, the ACCJC was clear about the reasons for supporting the change.        
 
6. Adversity to unions by the ACCJC. The complaint of CFT states that ACCJC is hostile toward 
labor unions. This is not the case. The ACCJC’s relationship is with its member institutions, and 
its expectation is that the member institutions comply with ERs, Standards, and Commission 
policies. Whether employees at member institutions are represented by labor unions or not, 
institutional leaders are charged with improvement of the teaching and learning environment, 
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assuring implementation of statutes and policies, effectively controlling budgets and 
expenditures, and exercising effective leadership in planning, organizing, and budgeting, 
selecting and developing personnel, and assessing institutional effectiveness to assure the quality 
of the institution. [Standard IV.B.2] Institutions must assure the financial integrity of the 
institution and the responsible use of its financial resources. When making short-range financial 
plans, the institution must consider its long-range liabilities and obligations. There must be sound 
financial practices, financial stability, and a reasonable expectation of both short-term and long-
term financial solvency. [Standard III.D.] While there is no mention of labor unions specifically, 
the standards require that: “Contractual agreements with external entities are consistent with the 
mission and goals of the institution, governed by institutional policies, and contain appropriate 
provisions to maintain the integrity of the institution.” [Standard III.D.3.g] 
 
The complaint quotes ACCJC President Barbara Beno as making an anti-union statement in her 
discussion of the Compton College closure in 2006. In that case, the closure-teach out agreement 
between Compton College and El Camino College (receiving college which accepted Compton 
as an off-site Center) had a clause to the effect that no employees could be laid off or terminated 
during the transition period. In hindsight, this generalized blanket statement inhibited necessary 
organizational changes that would otherwise have happened. Since closure-teach out agreements 
are reviewed and approved by the ACCJC, the lesson learned from this aspect of the Compton 
closure was not to accept a blanket clause like this again. Dr. Beno was expressing that, in 
carrying out its appropriate accreditation activities, the ACCJC would frown on this type of 
provision in future closure-teach out agreements.  
 
The CFT also complains of inadequate participation in accreditation activities. The Standards are 
silent on unions, as they are designed to broadly apply to all member institutions, some of which 
do not have faculty unions. The ACCJC standards do not describe or define the manner in which 
participation happens at a member institution. However, the Standards are very clear that faculty 
members have a distinctive role in instruction, curriculum, student learning outcomes, and 
related areas, and a substantial role in institutional governance, exercising a substantial voice in 
institutional policies, planning and budget that relate to their areas of responsibility and 
expertise. [Standards II.A and IV.A] “The institution relies on faculty, its academic senate or 
other appropriate faculty structures, the curriculum committee, and academic administrators for 
recommendations about student learning programs and services.” [Standard IV.A.2.b] At CCSF 
and many other member institutions, institutional faculty who are represented by labor unions 
make up the “faculty,” “academic senate,” and “other appropriate faculty structures” mentioned 
in Standards. They are critical to the success and quality of an institution and to meeting the 
Standards. ACCJC standards do not set out the manner in which an institution will meet the 
standards related to faculty participation; it is the institution and its members, working within the 
institution’s mission, who establish policies and practices in these areas. 
 
As a part of its current Review of Standards, the ACCJC has held three public hearings, has 
posted notices inviting oral and written comment online and in the ACCJC News, and has 
encouraged the Chief Executive Officers and Accreditation Liaison Officers at member 
institutions to disseminate information and encourage college participation in offering comment. 
In no format—oral or written, was any comment on ACCJC standards received from labor 
unions. There was comment received from numerous faculty, administrators and others; but not 
in the capacity of representing labor unions. The absence by CFT spokespersons from 
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participation in the venues created specifically for public input on standards and accreditation 
processes belies the claimed urgency and perceptions of needed change to avoid illegality, 
impropriety, and conflicts.  
 
As to labor negotiations, the responsibility for contracting with labor unions falls to the 
institutional Chief Executive Officer and delegates, with approval of contracts by governing 
boards. In the negotiations, as in every activity conducted, the CEO and delegates, and the 
governing boards, must operate within standards. It is not an interference with labor negotiations 
for ACCJC Standards to require that institutions allocate resources for payment of liabilities and 
future obligations [Standard III.D.1.c] or that faculty and others directly responsible for student 
progress toward achieving stated student learning outcomes have, as a component of their 
evaluation, effectiveness in producing those outcomes. [Standard III.A.1.c] Rather, the standards 
provide general guidance for the present-day effectiveness and the future sustainability of the 
institution. These are both vital to students and prospective students in the community.   
 
Conflict of Interest  
 
Conflict of interest is one of two primary issues raised in the CFT complaint. This issue relates to 
the ACCJC’s compliance with 34 C.F.R. § 602.15 (a)(6). There are several approaches to the 
conflict of interest claim in the CFT complaint.  
 
1. Inherent in all of the CFT approaches are two inaccurate underlying assumptions: 
 

a. The Action Letters Show Barbara Beno’s Opinion of CCSF: The 19 Commissioners 
of the ACCJC review, consider, and act on the accredited status of member institutions. 
Following each of the two Commission meetings each year, the staff of the ACCJC 
prepare action letters, communicating the decision of the Commission and the basis for 
their decision to each member institution that was under review. The action letters follow 
a pattern to ensure thoroughness of communication and consistency in tone and level of 
content. Each letter undergoes a multi-level review and editing process before it is 
considered final. Once finalized, the letters are reviewed and signed by the Commission 
President, Barbara Beno. Over her tenure as Commission President, Dr. Beno has signed 
more than 500 letters, entailing several communications to each of the ACCJC member 
institutions. While this activity has resulted in her familiarity with the accredited status of 
the member institutions, the letters are not a reflection of her views of any institutions but 
instead document the actions of the Commission as to the institutions, and the 
Commission’s directions for information to be included or emphasized in the action 
letters.  
 
The member institutions are aware of this role (communicating the Commission actions) 
of the ACCJC President, and are aware the letters are not the President’s own views 
reflected in writing. Team members invited to participate in external evaluation visits are 
aware of this role of the ACCJC President, and are aware the letters reflect the decision 
of the Commission. Peter Crabtree, as external evaluation team member and as spouse of 
ACCJC President Barbara Beno, is aware of this role of the ACCJC President, and is 
aware the action letters are not the President’s own views reflected in writing. Further, 
Peter Crabtree has participated in other evaluation team visits. As such, the signature of 
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his wife on the CCSF action letters bore no other significance than the true significance 
of reflecting the Commission’s actions as to the college in question during the reviews 
noted in the letters.  

 
b. Barbara Beno is a key actor in the decision-making of the Commission: As President 
of ACCJC, Barbara Beno holds an important position as spokesperson for the 
Commission, as manager of the accrediting agency, and as implementer of accrediting 
activities. However, her role does not include participation in the Commission’s decisions 
on the accredited status of institutions. She and her staff are present during Commission 
deliberations in a support capacity: supporting meeting logistics, taking notes of 
Commission actions, locating and identifying specific portions of reports or evidence 
when called upon by Commissioners, referring to Commission policies and procedures 
when questions arise, responding to requests of the Commission Chair, and ensuring the 
process follows an orderly progression to its conclusion. Neither the President nor other 
staff participate in the discussions of evaluative content, nor do they vote in actions on 
institutions. The Commission decisions are based upon the Commission’s examination of 
an institution’s self evaluation report and evidence, the team report and 
recommendations, and previous reports since the last comprehensive evaluation, if any. 
The Commission also considers any supplemental information presented by the 
institution’s CEO, and the confidential recommendation of the team as to a disposition of 
the review. The ACCJC President’s role does not include any participation in the actions 
on institutions.   

 
The CFT complaint approaches to conflict of interest include: general conflict of interest; 
spousal conflict of interest; revealing confidential information prejudicial to CCSF; and conflict 
caused by ACCJC advocacy for certain legislation.  
 
2. General Conflict. The ACCJC response to the CFT complaint from the Commission’s 
Executive Committee deals thoroughly with the general claim of conflict of interest. Upon 
consideration and investigation of the complaint, it was the aspect of conflict the ACCJC 
Commission’s Executive Committee felt should be addressed substantively. Rather than 
duplicate that discussion, already publicized by the ACCJC, we refer you to the ACCJC Report 
on outcome of CFT Complaint investigation, also posted on the ACCJC website. It should be 
noted, however, that the general principal of conflict of interest (or appearance of conflict) arises 
as to a particular action. In this case, the evidence establishes that neither Barbara Beno nor Peter 
Crabtree had any decision authority as to Commission actions on institutions, that neither had a 
reason or interest in finding deficiencies which could lead to sanction, and neither would gain 
professionally or financially from negative findings related to CCSF. Neither Barbara Beno’s 
organization nor Peter Crabtree’s organization would gain from a particular outcome in the 
accreditation decision. Further, if either one would have had any specific dealings with CCSF 
that could create competing interests with the review of the college, then by application of 
ACCJC policy, they would have been recused from participation. 
 
3. Spousal Conflict. CFT complains that the inclusion of Peter Crabtree on the CCSF external 
evaluation team was a conflict of interest because his wife, Barbara Beno, serves as President of 
the ACCJC. The marital relationship does not automatically create a situation of conflict or 
perception of conflict. There is no per se rule of disqualifying someone from participating on an 
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external evaluation team because their spouse is employed by the accrediting agency. Such a rule 
would have a chilling effect on the professional opportunities and personal choices of educators 
in the region, with no correlating benefit to the accreditation process. While the marital 
relationship is perhaps the most intimate relationship in a person’s life, it does not follow that 
professional people allow that intimacy to interfere with professional obligations. If conflict were 
imputed on the basis of marital status alone, it would be difficult to avoid the extension to other 
relationships (mentor/mentee, best friends, colleagues in an important cause, and others), 
needlessly limiting the pool of qualified evaluators. Appearance of conflict is not a catch-all 
category intended to grossly widen normal understandings of conflict of interest. Instead, it is a 
way to capture situations that may not technically meet the requirements for conflict of interest, 
but which are close to meeting the requirements (such as when an employment relationship 
existed longer ago than five years, but connections still exist between the parties). It is much 
more on target for the ACCJC to have addressed conflicts directly in policies that articulate 
situations when actual conflicts and appearances of conflicts can arise, and then to analyze each 
situation on the basis of factual criteria and policy.    
 
As already discussed under general conflict, the complained-of conflict would only exist if the 
individuals were in a position to exploit the situation for personal or organizational benefit, or if 
the two individuals were in roles that were supposed to be opposed to each other, and thus those 
they served might be impacted. There is no evidence that Barbara Beno has any malice toward 
CCSF or that she had a desire or interest in seeing the institution placed on sanction. Further, 
there is no benefit to the ACCJC from having an institution placed on sanction. The roles of 
ACCJC President and External Evaluator are not in opposition to one another. The role of 
President is to support and communicate the work of the Commission and to implement 
Commission actions (as delegated to staff). The role of external evaluation team member is to 
validate compliance with standards and as necessary make recommendations in a report to the 
institution and Commission. These roles are neither interconnected nor in opposition to each 
other. Both roles serve the Commission but in different ways. There is no opportunity for 
pecuniary or other gain. In sum, the marital relationship between Barbara Beno and Peter 
Crabtree did not create an actual or apparent conflict of interest.    
 
4. Revealing Confidential Information. It is alluded in the CFT complaint that the possibility of 
Barbara Beno, President of ACCJC revealing confidential information prejudicial to CCSF to 
Peter Crabtree, evaluation team member, creates a conflict of interest. The possibility of 
revealing confidential information by any ACCJC staff member with any evaluation team 
member exists at any time. That is why the ACCJC employee manual and employment contracts 
specifically provide for scrupulous maintenance of confidentiality by employees of the 
organization. Staff members are also bound by Commission policies requiring confidentiality. 
However, the possibility of revealing confidential information does not create a conflict of 
interest; the revealing of confidential information is not in the nature of a conflict of interest, but 
rather constitutes malfeasance. The reason for the distinction is this: conflict of interest can exist 
with no wrong-doing on anyone’s part. Malfeasance, however, requires proof of the prohibited 
action. The CFT complaint states: “what matters is that the accusation was made.” What matters 
in the revealing of confidential matters is not the accusation, but the proof. In the case of the CFT 
assertion, innuendo and accusation are substituted for proof. This allegation should be 
disregarded. 
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5. Advocacy Conflict. There is no basis for connecting the ACCJC support for student success 
legislation to any action related to CCSF. As discussed in an earlier section, above, the mere 
advocacy by the ACCJC through its President for measures before the legislature and in support 
of higher education improvement efforts does not create a conflict of interest. While the CFT 
makes much of CCSF’s leadership in opposition to the student success legislation, the college’s 
role and position on the issue was not known or noted by the ACCJC. The legislation underwent 
a great deal of discussion during its pendency, and there was healthy debate in the field over the 
meaning and significance of some of its provisions. This is an expected part of any proposed 
change or innovation in academia.  
 
The ACCJC has clear and effective controls against conflicts of interest and the appearance of 
conflict. These controls address Commissioners, evaluation team members, administrative staff, 
and other agency representatives.  
 
Application and Enforcement of Standards with Respect to Mission 
 
The consistent and equitable application and enforcement of standards with respect to an 
institution’s mission is the second of two primary issues raised in the CFT complaint. This issue 
essentially relates to the ACCJC’s compliance with 34 C.F.R. § 602.18. The ACCJC has written 
specifications for accreditation, effective controls against inconsistent application of standards, 
makes decisions based on published standards, and provides institutions with detailed written 
reports of any compliance deficiencies. The Executive Committee Report addresses this issue as 
well.  
 
1. Inherent in the CFT claims concerning failure to follow ACCJC standards and processes in the 
CCSF review are several inaccurate underlying assumptions: 
 

a. There was no confidential recommendation from the team. As in every 
comprehensive institutional review, the CCSF case included a confidential 
recommendation from the team, signed in hard copy by each member of the team. Team 
recommendations are made to the Commission, to communicate the team’s sense of the 
institution’s overall compliance with standards based on the review and visit just 
completed. The team recommendation is a confidential document that carries no 
decisional weight. It is an advisement to the Commission of the team’s overall impression 
of college’s status, and is not shared with the institution. By contrast, the team’s 
evaluation report is a document for use by the institution in understanding the evaluation 
findings and conclusions as to recommendations, deficiencies in compliance with ERs, 
Standards, and Commission policies, and areas for improved effectiveness. The team 
report is also used by the Commission as part of its consideration, review, and action. 
Accreditation practice does not include the vetting of a preliminary decision before the 
Commission takes action; that is because there is no decision at all until the Commission 
acts.  

 
b. The Commission inappropriately applied a new standard when considering the 
CCSF financial requirements. Standard III.D was revised by the ACCJC in June 2012. 
The process used for the revision included a review of Standard III.D by an expert group 
from the Western Region, the Ad Hoc Financial Review Task Force. Representation on 
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the Task force included Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) and Chief Business Officers 
(CBOs) at public and private institutions from both California and the Pacific. This group 
completed its analysis and deliberations in the fall of 2011, and identified the need for a 
revision of the Standard. A revised Standard III.D was presented to the Commission for 
first reading at its meeting in January 2012.  After its approval for first reading, the 
proposed revision to Standard III.D was circulated to member institutions for comment 
and posted on the ACCJC website. Limited comments were received, none of which 
disputed the need for a revision. The input was considered and adaptations were made to 
the revised Standard. After a second reading by the Commission at its June 2012 meeting, 
the revision to Standard III.D was adopted and became effective.  
 
CCSF’s comprehensive evaluation was conducted under the pre-June 2012 version of 
Standard III.D and the deficiencies cited referenced the prior version of the Standards. 
The ERs and Standards cited at that time referenced the need to identify and plan for 
payment of liabilities and future obligations, and the need to comply and resolve 
recommendations from the external audit. The requirements noted fell clearly within the 
ERs and Standards in effect at that time. The cited deficiencies were based in part on 
findings contained within the external audits. The 2011 external audit cited a deficiency 
related to the funding of Other Post Employment Benefits Liability.  This 
recommendation repeated unresolved audit deficiencies from 2010. Another 2011 audit 
deficiency related to a deficit in the Ending Fund Balance of the Self Insurance Fund 
which repeated finding from the prior audit in 2010. The 2006 evaluation team also found 
similar issues and provided recommendations for coming into compliance. The findings 
continued unresolved into the 2012 audit. 

 
c. There are improprieties in the sanctioning of CCSF for not pre-funding Other Post 
Employment Benefits (OPEB) liabilities through an irrevocable trust. As noted above, 
external audits of CCSF found material weaknesses in that the financial obligations 
related to its long term liabilities were not addressed, including OPEB and Self Insurance 
liabilities.  Material audit weaknesses represent deficiencies in meeting the standard. 

 
It should be noted that ACCJC has not sanctioned CCSF for failure to pre-fund its OPEB 
liability through an irrevocable trust. Additionally, it has placed no obligation nor burden 
on CCSF to utilize an irrevocable trust.  However, the ACCJC did require the college to 
demonstrate that its own selected approach for addressing OPEB liabilities was being 
appropriately implemented. The relevant recommendations with citations to  
Standards deficiencies as noted in the CCSF 2012 Evaluation Team Report are: 
 

Recommendation 10:  Financial Planning and Stability 
To meet the Standard III.D Financial Resources, the team recommends that the 
college use its mission statement to inform its allocation of resources decisions to 
match annual, ongoing expenditures with ongoing financial resources. This action 
is needed to increase its reserves to a prudent level that will allow it to meet 
financial emergencies and unforeseen occurrences, to meet its operating expenses 
without excessive short-term borrowing, and to effectively manage the financial 
impact of its unfunded, long-term liabilities (III.D.1.c, III.D.2.c). 
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Recommendation 11:  Financial Integrity and Reporting  
To meet Standard III.D Financial Resources, the team recommends the college 
use the resources necessary to provide accurate and timely reporting of financial 
information; and to report this information to internal users so they may 
effectively participate in the annual and long-term planning and budgeting 
processes (III.D.1.d, III.D.2.g). 
 

The CFT complains that an expenditure to fund the OPEB Annual Required Contribution 
(ARC) would require a reduction in classes and services to students.  However, it was the 
terms of negotiated employee contracts of the CCSF which created the liability; the 
requirement to pay the agreed liability should have been presumed and calculated with 
the negotiated terms. The State of California commissioned an external review of the 
CCSF by the Fiscal Crisis Management Team (FCMAT).  The report issued by FCMAT 
noted a significant number of factors that endangered the fiscal viability and solvency of 
CCSF.  This report was completed in September 2012.  In regard to OPEB obligations for 
CCSF, FCMAT reported the following: 
 

Until recently, CCSF has not set aside funds to address its unfunded liability for 
retiree health benefits. The amount CCSF has currently identified to meet this 
ongoing obligation is $500,000 per year, which is well below the actuarial 
recommendation. The July 2011 actuarial analysis of CCSF’s retiree health 
benefit obligation indicates a present value debt of $235,000,000. CCSF is 
meeting its annual payment obligation on a pay-as-you-go basis. For the 2011-12 
budget year, the annual cost is estimated to be $6.9 million, but this will increase 
to $13.0 million annually by 2020-21. This cost will continue to increase 
regardless of CCSF’s revenues or fiscal solvency. This means that as available 
revenue decreases, the burden that these retiree costs place on the expenditure 
budget will be amplified. Regardless of the economic growth scenario chosen, the 
expenditures for pay-as-you-go will increase on a percentage basis faster than 
increases in revenue. (FCMAT Report on CCSF, page 12) 

 
As cited both by FCMAT and the external auditor, the OPEB obligation is a significant 
factor impacting the financial stability of CCSF.  The ACCJC concern for this issue is 
neither a disregard for public policy nor an inaccurate or inappropriate interpretation of 
GASB 45.  As is noted by the complaint, the ACCJC requires its member colleges to 
address their OPEB and other long term liabilities consistent with the ERs and Standards.  
As the cost of funding post-employment benefits have increased, these obligations have 
increasingly become an impediment to the fiscal stability and viability of colleges.   

 
The complainants inferred that sanctions applied to specific listed member institutions 
were based solely or primarily on the failure of the college to make contributions to 
address their OPEB liabilities.  In fact, sanctions imposed on colleges by the ACCJC are 
based on all noted deficiencies to meet Accreditation Standards. The CFT document 
further extrapolates any comments by evaluation teams about addressing post-
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employment benefit liabilities to somehow require contributions into the CCLC JPA. 
This is not correct. It should be noted the CCLC created the JPA to facilitate the 
establishment of irrevocable trusts by colleges which had not developed strategies of their 
own for dealing with OPEB. It was a resource, a permissible activity. In no instance has 
the ACCJC required the use of the CCLC JPA. Neither has the Commission required 
specific contribution levels to address long term liabilities. The Commission does expect 
member institutions to develop and implement strategies for dealing with OPEB, to 
monitor the effectiveness of the strategy taken, and adjust as necessary. 
 
It is disturbing that complainants would suggest professional involvement of 
Commissioners, team members, and other representatives of ACCJC touching on subjects 
related to accreditation or on improvements in the field of higher education should be 
considered a conflict of interest. This is an untenable position. It is that very professional 
involvement and expertise that enhances the value of the peer accreditation process for 
member institutions and lends to the credibility of the process. The Commission’s Policy 
on Conflict of Interest for Commissioners, Evaluation Team Members, Consultants, 
Administrative Staff, and Other Agency Representatives and its consistent application by 
ACCJC guards against conflicts of interest and the appearance of conflict. Due process 
provisions in ACCJC policy provide another safeguard to member institutions in this 
area.   
 
Additionally the complaint states that the ACCJC disregards the “pay-as-you-go” method 
of funding.   The ACCJC recognizes this method is one of the acceptable methods of 
addressing the OPEB liability.  However, in the several cases cited in the complaint, the 
ACCJC advised colleges that the method was insufficient to keep the increasing OPEB 
liability from outpacing the institution’s ability to pay each year’s amount out of the 
year’s operating budget. In many of the cases cited, the level of the OPEB liability is 
already significant and increasing and prudence requires increased funding.  The specific 
burden on CCSF, $235,000,000, has a current annual cost of $6.9 Million per year (for 
which CCSF identified $.5 Million to make payment). That will jump to $13 Million in 
seven years.  The ACCJC’s actions reflect the Accreditation Standards’ focus on the 
fiscal stability and sustainability of colleges. 
  
The CFT complains of the ACCJC characterization of OPEB liabilities as a debt.  The 
standard accounting definition is that liabilities are debts.  They represent a future 
obligation of an entity.  Because of the financial flexibility provided to individual 
community college districts in California, OPEB liabilities vary across the State.  As 
such, individual colleges have varying degrees of debt with differential impacts on 
current and future budgets.  The complaint also notes that a small number of public 
entities pre-fund their retirement obligations.  However the complaint fails to note that 
the retirement obligations for an increasing number of governmental entities in California 
have resulted in bankruptcy or bankruptcy petitions.  This is a condition that the ACCJC 
is working to avoid through increased clarity of standards related to effective fiscal 
practices. 
 
The complaint states that “The ACCJC lack jurisdiction to review OPEB because 
community colleges are backed by the full faith and credit of the state.”  Although the 
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State of California provides funds to community college districts through its 
apportionment funding, the State does not assume unlimited liability for the obligations 
incurred by individual districts.  The recent experience of the community colleges in 
California regarding State funds invalidates the underlying assumption in this section of 
the complaint.  Over the past several years there has been a significant reduction in State 
funding to community colleges.  The overall impact of this funding reduction has been a 
reduction of enrollments at colleges.  CCSF made the deliberate choice to not reduce its 
expenditure levels as noted by the evaluation report and the FCMAT report noted earlier.  
The result was a significant reduction in the financial reserves of the College.  The results 
included a serious fiscal deficit.  This factor alone discounts the complaint’s assertion that 
the State will provide funding. Moreover, member institutions are expected to 
demonstrate sound financial practices, whatever the fiscal setting, in compliance with 
standards. 

 
d. CCSF was found deficient because it obtains grant funding. The CFT complains that 
CCSF is cited for deficiencies because it obtains grant funding. This is a disingenuous 
interpretation of the noted deficiencies. The complaint cites from the CCSF evaluation 
report that: “…. the institution continues to rely almost exclusively on bond and grant 
funding for the acquisition and replacement of (technology) hardware.”  The concern 
expressed in the evaluation report was that CCSF had insufficient regular funds to 
support its technology infrastructure and therefore needed to rely on an unstable and 
unpredictable one-time funding sources, bonds and grants, to maintain this vital aspect of 
the institution’s infrastructure.  In part, the reliance on one-time moneys for technology 
resulted from the excessive level of funding for salaries and benefits within the general 
fund. The circumstance was cited by the evaluation report as a deficiency in financial 
planning and control.  CCSF was not found deficient because it sought and acquired grant 
funding.  Rather, it was found deficient because the inadequate financial planning and 
resource allocation processes were endangering the financial stability of the institution.   

 
The inaccurate assumptions discussed above were used to support complaints in the CFT 
document. They do not, in fact, demonstrate any issues with the ACCJC’s consistent application 
of standards in the review of CCSF and other institutions. Moreover, as discussed below, the 
numerous due process safeguards in ACCJC policy and practice provided a consistent means for 
preventing bias and inconsistency from impacting the Commission actions on CCSF as the 
review was underway. 
 
2. Due Process is a control against bias, conflict of interest, and misapplication of standards. 
While the ACCJC, as a nonprofit independent accrediting agency, is not required to provide the 
same kinds of due process demanded of governmental agencies, it does provide due process in 
accordance with its own policies in compliance with U.S. Department of Education regulations 
and guidelines. The ACCJC scrupulously follows its own policies and procedures. As articulated 
in Commission policy, the institution has the opportunity to object to evaluation team members. 
CCSF had an opportunity to object to any team members with which it felt a conflict of interest 
applied.  As noted, there was no objection to the membership of the visiting team. In addition, 
ACCJC policy provides other safeguards to institutions undergoing a review. The institution has 
an opportunity to do a “fact check” of the evaluation team report before it is finalized, and also 
can file a formal response to the report with the Commission after the report becomes final.  
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Moreover, the institution’s Chief Executive Officer may address the Commission at the meeting 
where action on the institution is being considered. Member institutions regularly avail 
themselves of these due process provisions. CCSF was provided with both a draft of the report 
for “fact check” and a copy of the final report, which cited significant current deficiencies as 
well as a failure to resolve some of the issues identified in the 2006 comprehensive evaluation 
and later in correspondence concerning Follow-Up Reports (also noted as Progress Reports) in 
2007, 2009, and 2010. CCSF did not contradict or disagree with the team report and chose not to 
provide additional mitigating evidence nor attend the Commission meeting in June 2012 where 
the report was discussed.   
 
Events Since the CFT Complaint was Filed With the ACCJC 
 
Since the CFT Complaint was filed, several events have taken place: 
 

• The ACCJC completed its own investigation of the CFT complaint and posted the report 
of the Commission’s Executive Commission online at accjc.org. 
  

• At its June, 2013 meeting, the Commission took action to terminate the accreditation of 
CCSF. The action will become final upon exhaustion of all reviews and appeals, or when 
the deadline for review has passed without action by CCSF.  

 
• A second FCMAT investigation was completed, and the summary of findings and 

recommendations has been presented in open session to CCSF governing board. The 
findings and recommendations provide continuing validation for items noted in the 
accreditation review. The full report will be available in July 2013. 
 

• On July 3, 2013, the California Community Colleges State Chancellor’s Office 
announced that the California Community Colleges Board of Governors would consider 
appointment of a special trustee for CCSF. On July 8, 2013, State Chancellor Brice W. 
Harris and San Francisco Mayor Ed Lee filed an open statement in the San Francisco 
Chronicle, Opinion section. They state that CCSF “has come up short. By its own 
account, City College has not yet come into full compliance with the standards under 
which all community colleges in the West have agreed to operate…Continuing with the 
current governance structure in not in the best interest of City College students or the city 
of San Francisco. Given the difficult choice of preserving local control versus ensuring 
City College’s viability the path [to appointment of a special trustee] is clear.”  

 
 
Conclusion 
 
It is interesting to note that neither CFT, in its voluminous complaint document, nor CCSF have 
questioned the verity or accuracy of the actual findings concerning CCSF. These findings, some 
running across team reports from the 2006 comprehensive evaluation to the show cause 
evaluation, resulted in the notations of deficiencies in the team report findings, analysis, 
conclusions, and recommendations, and in the Commission sanction accorded to the institution. 
One might do well to question how the many CFT-alleged conflicts and improprieties could have 
occurred without being reflected at all in the findings and conclusions of the team and of the 
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Commission. One might also question the impact of the alleged improprieties given they have 
not resulted in untrue or inaccurate findings and recommendations. 
 
 
  


