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Substantive Change Policy 
 

Institutions need the flexibility and have the prerogative to make changes in curriculum, programs, and 
structures that may be considered high impact or high risk. WSCUC has the responsibility to determine 
whether certain changes may pose risk to or negatively affect the institution’s quality, objectives, 
independence or resources, or trigger conditions established under federal law. 

 
POLICY STATEMENT 

 
The Commission requires that institutions submit a substantive change request for review and action before 
the change can be included in an institution’s scope of accreditation. In some cases, the request will be 
treated as notification, with no further action needed. In other cases, the request will trigger staff or 
committee review. Following a request for review, WSCUC will notify the institution of the next steps, as 
indicated below. The purpose of this policy is to outline what constitutes a substantive change, to identify 
the various types of review for substantive change proposals, and to describe the factors that will be 
considered in determining the appropriate review and decision. All candidate and accredited institutions are 
expected to follow the requirements of this policy. Substantive changes need to be reported and approved 
in advance of implementation. A separate section of this policy describes the procedures for notifying 
WSCUC and seeking the Commission’s approval. 

 
A comprehensive explanation of the Commission’s policies and procedures regarding Substantive Change 
may be found in the Substantive Change Manual, which is available on the WSCUC website. All related forms 
are also available on the website. 

 
DEFINITION AND STANDARD OF REVIEW 

 
A substantive change is a change to an institution’s mission, educational programs,1 scope, control, or 
organizational structure that needs to be reported to and approved by WSCUC in advance of 
implementation. 

 
The standard of review for substantive changes is whether a substantive change would adversely affect the 
institution’s capacity to meet WSCUC Standards of Accreditation. 

 
The Commission’s review procedures are tailored to different types of substantive changes with 
consideration for the scope and significance of each change for the institution. 

 
TYPES OF REVIEW 

 
Substantive changes are subject to different types of review and degrees of breadth and depth 
Depending on the nature and scope of the proposed change. The types of review include: 

 
 
 

1 Programs referred to in this policy are those that meet WSCUC’s definition of an educational program: 
a program of courses carrying academic credit leading to a credential (degree, diploma, certificate etc.). 

https://www.wscuc.org/content/substantive-change-manual
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Staff Review and Decision 
 

1. Routine changes within the institution’s current scope of accreditation, such as a request to 
offer an academic program in a discipline closely related to the institution’s existing offerings, or 
a new program that does not require substantial new courses to implement. 

 
Commission Review and Decision 

 

2. Peer review by the Substantive Change Committee for significant but focused changes, such as 
new programs representing a departure from the institution’s academic portfolio or alterations 
to delivery methods of existing programs. 

3. Peer review by the Substantive Change Committee and by the Commission Structural Change 
Committee for changes that reach beyond a program and affect the institution as a whole. 

4. Peer review by a team of evaluators (a comprehensive evaluation for changes that significantly 
affect the institution as a whole and/or pose challenges to its ability to meet WSCUC Standards 
of Accreditation. 

5. Peer review through the Eligibility and Seeking Accreditation process for changes that result in 
the creation of a fundamentally new institution. 

 
The WSCUC president, in coordination with or by delegation to staff, determines the appropriate level 
and process of review. WSCUC uses institutional performance data to assist in making these 
determinations. 

 
For all non-routine changes, which are assigned to review types 2-5, WSCUC shall conduct and provide 
the reviewers with an analysis of the institution’s financial health and of its disaggregated student 
success outcomes since the institution’s last reaffirmation of accreditation or its initial accreditation, at a 
minimum. The institution may submit its own analyses of educational effectiveness and student 
outcomes as part of its substantive change proposal. WSCUC analyses of institutional performance, 
along with information submitted by the institution, will be used by WSCUC staff, committees, review 
panels, and the Commission to inform its evaluation as to whether, in the context of current and recent 
performance, the proposed changes would negatively affect the institution’s capacity to meet WSCUC 
Standards. 

 
WSCUC may approve or deny requests; reschedule or add reviews or requests for information; postpone 
consideration of a substantive change proposal pending another WSCUC review, action, or other related 
development; and, in general, organize consideration of substantive change proposals to assure that 
decisions are made with the necessary information. 

 
EXAMPLES OF SUBSTANTIVE CHANGES 

 
Substantive changes include but are not limited to the following: 

 
1. Any significant change in the established mission or objectives of the institution. 
2. Any change in the form of control or ownership of the institution, including a change in the 

controlling share of ownership, merger with one or more institutions, or change in legal status 
including a transition between non-profit/for-profit status. 

3. The acquisition of any other institution, or any program or location of another institution. 
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4. The addition of courses or programs representing a significant departure from the existing 
offerings of educational programs, or method of delivery that were offered when WSCUC last 
evaluated the institution. 

5. The initiation of an educational program in which 50% or more of the program is offered through 
distance education or is electronically mediated. 

6. The initiation of any educational program in which the requirements for graduation are based on 
the mastery of competencies rather than the accrual of credit hours, including direct assessment 
programs. 

7. The addition of academic programs of study at a degree level above or below that which is 
included in the institution’s current accreditation or pre-accreditation (candidacy). 

8. The establishment of a joint or dual degree with another institution. 
9. A change in the way the institution measures student progress in credit or clock hours, including 

semester, trimester, or quarter-based systems, or using time or non-time-based methods. 
10. A substantial change (25% or more) in the number of clock hours or credit hours awarded, or a 

change in the level of credential awarded, for successful completion of one or more programs. 
11. Entering into a written arrangement under which an institution or organization not certified to 

participate in Title IV, HEA programs offers 25% to 49% 2 of one or more of the accredited 
institution’s educational programs. 

12. The establishment of an additional location or branch campus at which the institution offers at 
least 50% of an educational program. 

13. The establishment of an international branch campus or additional location. 
14. The addition of a permanent location at a site at which the institution is conducting a teach-out 

for students of another institution that has ceased operating before all students have completed 
their program of study. 

 
Note that the following types of actions are not considered substantive changes: changing the name of an 
academic program, department, college, school, or university; reorganizing the administration, a division, 
college, or school; closing a department or eliminating a degree program. 

 
INSTITUTIONAL RESPONSIBILITIES 

 
Each institution is responsible for developing internal procedures to assure that it is in compliance with the 
Commission’s substantive change policies and procedures, and that new sites or programs are not initiated 
without obtaining the necessary approvals. Questions about whether a new program or site constitutes a 
substantive change should be addressed to the WSCUC Assistant Vice President of Substantive Change. If 
the Commission determines that a site or program has been initiated without such approval, the institution 
may be required to cease enrollments at that site, or for that program, until the necessary substantive 
change approval(s) have been obtained. If the Commission determines that an institution has undertaken a 
structural change or change of ownership or control without Commission approval, the Commission will take 
appropriate action, which may include sanctioning the institution. Where there is repeated or a pattern of 
non-compliance, or where non-compliance appears to be intentional, the Commission will consider this as a 
possible violation of an institution’s responsibilities under the Institutional Integrity portions of Standard 1. 

 
 
 
 
 

2 34 Code of Federal Regulations Section 668.5, Written Arrangements. 
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PROCEDURES FOR SUBSTANTIVE CHANGE REVIEWS 
 

[The Substantive Change Manual describes the review process in more detail.] 
 

A. New programs and adjustments to existing programs 
 

1. Request for new program: New academic programs or adjustments to existing programs must 
be submitted to WSCUC prior to implementation to determine the appropriate level of review. 
An adjustment to a program may require WSCUC review when 25% or more of the curriculum 
(as measured by credit hours) or degree requirements are altered. A submission takes the form 
of a new program request, which is completed electronically by the institution’s Accreditation 
Liaison Officer. Requests should be submitted well in advance of the program’s anticipated 
implementation (ideally six to nine months) in case a committee review may be required. 
Information required in the initial request includes: 

a. Program name and requested implementation date 
b. Degree level and modality 
c. Number of new courses required 
d. Number of new faculty required 
e. Description of any significant additional library/learning resources, student services, 

equipment, or facilities that will be needed to support the program 
f. Description of financial resources needed to initiate and support the program 

 
2. Required reviews: WSCUC requires the first three programs at each new degree level to 

undergo review. The first three programs in each modality also require review. Each 
competency-based or direct assessment program will be reviewed. Review of each new program 
is also required for institutions on sanction, under a show-cause order, and in Candidacy status. 

 
3. Types of new program reviews: WSCUC staff will assign the program to the appropriate review 

level. The level of review assigned by the staff is final and cannot be appealed. 
a. Staff review: New programs determined to be routine and in accordance with the 

current scope of the institution shall be reviewed and, as appropriate, approved by 
WSCUC staff, based on information submitted in the new program request. 
Supplemental information to the new program request may be required to assist in that 
determination. 

b. Substantive Change Committee review: New programs deemed to be complex and/or 
with the potential to pose a risk to the institution will be reviewed by a panel of peer 
reviewers from the WSCUC Substantive Change Committee. The institution will prepare 
a new program proposal document (available on the WSCUC website) prior to the panel 
review containing information reflected in #4 below (Required Documentation). The 
panel review will include participation of the institution through remote interaction. If 
the panel is unable to determine, based on the submission, whether the proposed 
program will comply with WSCUC Standards of Accreditation, it may allow resubmission 
of a revised proposal. The panel may conduct an on-site evaluation. The panel will then 
make a recommendation to the Commission. 

c. Commission Review: The Commission will consider the panel recommendation, and 
may: 

i. Approve the change; 
ii. Approve the change with conditions; 

https://www.wscuc.org/content/substantive-change-manual
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iii. Defer action pending requested information; 
iv. Deny the change; 
v. Require a Special Visit or reporting; or 

vi. Require a comprehensive evaluation if the changes significantly affect the 
institution as a whole and/or pose challenges to its ability to meet WSCUC 
Standards of Accreditation. 

 
4. Required documentation: The proposal will provide information on the following areas: 

program overview, institutional context, relevant accreditation history, program need, 
planning/approval processes, curriculum, plans for evaluating educational effectiveness and 
student outcomes, schedule/format, admissions, faculty, student support services, library and 
information resources, technology, and physical and financial resources. Additionally, a teach- 
out plan for the program will be required in accordance with the Teach-Out Plans and 
Agreements Policy. The information will be evaluated using the criteria of the WSCUC Standards 
of Accreditation. 

 
B. Changes to organizational structure, including institutional mission, ownership, legal status, or 

control 
 

1. Definitions: 
a. A change in mission is defined as a significant change to the objectives of the institution, 

including significant additions to, deletions from, or replacement of its objectives. 
b. A change in legal status or change of control of the institution is defined as a change in 

ownership, sponsorship, or affiliation, e.g., merger with another institution or 
organization; transition between non-profit/for-profit status. 

c. A change in ownership or control of a parent entity that owns a WSCUC-accredited 
institution also qualifies as a change. 

 
2. Review process: 

a. Substantive Change Committee review: Proposed changes in mission, ownership, legal 
status, or control will undergo peer review by a panel from the Substantive Change 
Committee. The panel review will include participation of the institution through remote 
interaction. The panel will conduct an on-site evaluation for the proposed change, which 
may be waived at the panel’s discretion. The panel will make a recommendation to the 
Commission for its consideration of the proposal. 

b. Commission review: The Commission Structural Change Committee will then review the 
proposed recommendation. The institution will participate in the committee’s review 
either remotely or in-person. Following review, the committee will make a 
recommendation to the Commission. The Commission may: 

i. Approve the change; 
ii. Approve the change with conditions; 

iii. Defer action pending requested information; 
iv. Deny the change; 
v. Require a Special Visit or other reporting (a six-month post implementation visit is 

required by the U.S. Department of Education for changes in organizational 
structure); or 

vi. Require a comprehensive evaluation if the proposed change affects the 
fundamental nature of the institution or the institution’s ability to meet the 
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Standards of Accreditation, or if there are serious concerns about the institution’s 
overall capacity to implement the proposed change. 

 
3. Required documentation: The institution will submit a proposal (template available on WSCUC 

website) that supplies information that will be evaluated as to its conformity with WSCUC 
Standards of Accreditation: 

a. Documents that establish the legal definition and status of both the current and the 
proposed ownership and governance entities. 

b. Documents that describe the relationship between the institution’s ownership entity 
and 

i. Its governing board and 
ii. Any other legally related entities, in order to ensure compliance with WSCUC’s 

expectation for an independent and qualified governing board. These documents 
include the bylaws or the equivalent organizing document and a list of proposed 
board members and administrative leadership with their affiliations, 
qualifications, and all pertinent conflicts of interest. 

c. If the institution or a related entity of the institution is a for-profit organization, a 
description of how the proposed ownership will be held (as stock, shares of ownership, 
membership interests, or other types) and of the relationship between ownership 
interest and voting authority on the institution’s governing body. 

d. A description of how a proposed transfer of ownership or control will affect the exercise 
of institutional control, authority, governance, and the institution’s ability to meet the 
Standards of Accreditation. 

e. Other documents specified in the current substantive change template form for a 
change of mission/legal status/ownership/control. 

 
The institution may submit its own analysis of educational effectiveness and student success to 
supplement WSCUC’s analyses of student outcomes that are made available to the proposal reviewers. 

 
C. New Off-Campus Locations 

1. Definitions: 
a. Additional location: An additional location is an instructional site where 50% or more of 

at least one program is offered. This applies to locations within the United States and 
abroad.  

b. Branch campus: To be designated as a branch campus, the location must meet all of the 
following requirements: 

i. Offers courses in educational programs leading to a degree, certificate, or other 
ii. recognized educational credential; 

iii. The location is permanent in nature; 
iv. The location has its own faculty and administrative or supervisory organization; 
v. and 

vi. The location has its own budgetary and hiring authority. 
 

2. Request for new location: A new location request, completed electronically by the 
Accreditation Liaison Officer, must be submitted in order to allow a determination of the 
appropriate level of review. Requests should be submitted well in advance of the location’s 
anticipated implementation. Information required in the initial request will include: 
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a. Location name and requested implementation date 
b. Address 
c. Type of location (additional location or branch campus) 

 
3. Types of reviews: WSCUC staff will assign a level of review based on the type of location being 

requested. 
a. Staff review: New additional locations or branch campuses (beyond the first) may be 

reviewed and approved by WSCUC staff. 
b. Substantive Change Committee review: Additional locations located abroad (for U.S. 

based institutions) and the first branch campus will be reviewed by a panel of peer 
reviewers from the WSCUC Substantive Change Committee. The institution will prepare 
a proposal document (template available on the WSCUC website at 
https://www.wscuc.org/subchangetemplates) prior to the panel review. The panel will 
make a recommendation to the Commission, which will approve or deny the requested 
change. 

 
4. Required documentation: The institution will submit a proposal that supplies information on 

the following areas: overview of the proposed location, role of faculty, student support services, 
physical resources and budget. 

 
 

Revised by the Commission, November 2012 
Revised, November 2013 
Revised, February 2017 
Revised, November 2020 

https://www.wscuc.org/subchangetemplates
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