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Executive Summary
Accreditors of institutions of higher education exercise quasi-regulatory author-
ity as gatekeepers of federal student aid. Unfortunately, they often abuse this 
power. Accreditors have used their authority to create accreditation standards 
that promote or require diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) policies and to stop 
conservative or even neutral reforms at U.S. colleges and universities. This paper 
provides the first catalog of such abuses.

Introduction
Accreditors have “a fairly unique role in allocating federal spending—these 
private entities decide whether taxpayer dollars will flow to a college,” largely 
as gatekeepers for access to federally administered student aid programs (Gillen, 
2022, para. 1). Furthermore, unaccredited institutions are generally ineligible for 
federal and state programs that focus on postsecondary institutions.

Most colleges and universities are accredited by institution-level, “institutional” 
accreditors—a category that includes what used to be known as national and 
regional accreditors. Effective July 1, 2020, the U.S. Department of Education 
(ED) eliminated that distinction (“Student Assistance General Provisions,” 2019). A second category of accreditors—
career-related specialized or programmatic accreditors—mainly vouch for particular programs (such as nursing or busi-
ness) within an accredited institution. A programmatic accreditor may also accredit an entire single-program institution.

Accreditors are recognized by the nongovernmental Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA), ED, or both. 
Accreditation by an ED-recognized accreditor is required for access to ED’s financial aid programs, while accredita-
tion by a CHEA-recognized accreditor can bring access to state programs independently of ED, depending on the state 
(Kissel, 2023). Most accreditors are recognized by both ED and CHEA, while some are recognized by just one or the 
other (Council for Higher Education Accreditation, n.d.).

ED regulations implementing the Higher Education Act use only general standards for accreditor recognition. An 
accreditor’s standards must merely be “sufficiently rigorous to ensure that the [accrediting] agency is a reliable authority 
regarding the quality of the education or training provided by the institutions or programs it accredits” (Code of Federal 
Regulations, 34 CFR §602.16). That is, an accreditor’s standards must set forth “clear expectations” in general areas such 
as student achievement, curricula, faculty, and compliance with rules pertaining to student grants and loans (34 CFR 
§602.16(a)(1)), but ED leaves the details of those standards to each accreditor. Therefore, when an institution becomes 
accredited, it entrusts its federal aid access to an entity that establishes requirements outside of the federal government’s 
control. 

Accreditors exercise their quasi-regulatory authority in alignment with their biases and ideologies. As membership 
organizations, accreditors reflect the biases of the contemporary U.S. academy, which leans markedly left (Shields & 
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Key Points
• Accreditation gives colleges 

access to federal aid programs, 
which means that accreditors 
have enormous power to shape 
higher education.

• This paper provides the most 
comprehensive list to date of pub-
licly known abuses by accreditors.

• Now that colleges have more 
choice in accreditors, they have an 
opportunity to use it, which may 
limit accreditors’ abuses of power.

https://www.mindingthecampus.org/2022/04/14/further-evidence-that-higher-education-accreditation-is-a-cartel/
https://www.mindingthecampus.org/2022/04/14/further-evidence-that-higher-education-accreditation-is-a-cartel/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2019/11/01/2019-23129/student-assistance-general-provisions-the-secretarys-recognition-of-accrediting-agencies-the
https://www.jamesgmartin.center/2023/02/let-colleges-choose-an-accreditor/
https://www.chea.org/chea-and-usde-recognized-accrediting-organizations
https://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/34/602.16
https://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/34/602.16
https://www.amazon.com/Passing-Right-Conservative-Professors-Progressive/dp/0199863059
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Dunn, 2016). As a result, accreditors create and enforce 
politicized standards, yet decorum demands that they cloak 
their progressive dogmas as the mere promulgation of high 
standards.

This paper compiles political abuses of accreditation stan-
dards and processes. Accreditors have used their standards 
to promote or require diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) 
policies, to interfere with legitimate governance of public 
colleges in conservative states, and to demand racial prefer-
ences in admissions.

Abuses of Power
Accreditors are generally presumed to focus on quality, but 
they do not. They punish legitimate activity and stifle inno-
vation and reform. The evidence shows that accreditors 
have long focused elsewhere than on student outcomes.

For example, although four-year graduation rates for 
undergraduates are below 20% at more than 100 col-
leges, according to the American Council of Trustees and 
Alumni (ACTA, n.d.) dataset, accreditors do not hold them 
accountable. The U.S. Government Accountability Office 
found that “between 2009 and 2014, accreditors denied just 
1% of colleges applying or reapplying for accreditation,” 
while CHEA found that in 2016, “regional accreditors 
granted or reaffirmed accreditation to 381 colleges while 
denying or withdrawing accreditation from just six col-
leges. When an accrediting agency does decide to with-
draw or deny accreditation, it rarely does so for reasons 
related to a college’s academic performance or outcomes” 
(Education Next, 2018, section 9, paras. 2–3). More 
recently, out of 31,699 accreditor actions between 2012 and 
2021, “only 2.7% were ones in which an accreditor disci-
plined or sanctioned a college for inadequate student out-
comes or low-quality academic programming” (Leschly & 
Guzmin, 2022, p. 5). Accreditation reform advocates have 
argued that accreditors would be better poised to perform 
their expected role of quality improvement if they were not 
gatekeepers of federal student aid (Burke et al., 2023).

What are accreditors doing instead? Often, they inter-
fere with institutional autonomy for reasons unrelated to 
accreditation of performance.

Governance
Federal law and regulations on accreditation are completely 
silent regarding the specific questions of how colleges and 
universities govern themselves and how public institutions 
may be governed by public officials and legislatures. 
Governance requirements are left entirely to accreditors 

as they develop their own standards. As a result, Gillen 
(2020) observes, “Accreditors seem to be using their quasi-
regulatory power to intimidate and second-guess boards” 
of trustees (p. 8). 

The Southern Association of Colleges and Schools 
Commission on Colleges (SACSCOC or SACS) and the 
Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC) 
are the prime abusers of power in the area of governance. 
SACS opposes boards, governors, and legislators exercising 
their legal prerogatives over institutional governance and 
has threatened institutions’ accreditation time and time 
again. But as Poliakoff and Alacbay (2019, p. 146) note, 
accreditors discourage “‘interference’ in university business 
by the very people charged to oversee these institutions: 
trustees and elected officials.”

• In January 2023, the Board of Trustees of the 
University of North Carolina (UNC) voted to create 
a new School of Civic Life and Leadership. Of course, 
this kind of decision is squarely within the prerogatives 
of the board (Guskiewicz, 2023). In response to news 
reports, SACS president Belle Wheelan commented on 
February 7 that she would “either get them to change 
it, or the institution will be on warning with [SACS], 
I’m sure.” She said that the board had not gotten input 
from the administration (other than the board itself) 
or from the faculty, and “that’s kind of not the way we 
do business” (Robinson, 2023, paras. 4, 5). In response, 
almost the entire Republican congressional delegation, 
led by Representative Virginia Foxx, wrote Wheelan 
on March 1: “we expect accreditors not to pre-judge 
actions of governing boards, follow normal processes, 
be attentive to such matters of public importance, and 
act in accord[ance] with federal and state law” (CJ 
Staff, 2023, para. 9).

• In May 2021, SACS interfered with the Florida State 
University (FSU) presidential search when it complained 
that candidate Richard Corcoran (today president of 
New College of Florida) was also on the governing 
board. SACS president Belle Wheelan argued that 
Corcoran should step down in order to be a candidate. 
Yet he was also the state’s education commissioner, 
and “The state Constitution requires the education 
commissioner to have a seat on the university system’s 
Board of Governors” (Dailey, 2021, para. 13).

• In April 2021, SACS politicized the chancellor search at 
the University System of Georgia (USG) in an attempt 
to thwart the selection of former governor Sonny 

https://www.amazon.com/Passing-Right-Conservative-Professors-Progressive/dp/0199863059
https://www.whatwilltheylearn.com/
https://www.educationnext.org/college-accreditation-explained-ednext-guide-how-it-works-whos-responsible/
https://college101.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/College101-Report-on-Accreditor-Actions-FINAL.pdf
https://college101.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/College101-Report-on-Accreditor-Actions-FINAL.pdf
https://www.heritage.org/education/report/its-time-congress-dismantle-the-higher-education-accreditation-cartel
https://www.texaspolicy.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Gillen-Escape-Hatches-from-Higher-Ed-Accreditation.pdf
https://www.texaspolicy.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Gillen-Escape-Hatches-from-Higher-Ed-Accreditation.pdf
https://www.heritage.org/the-not-so-great-society
https://www.unc.edu/posts/2023/01/27/a-message-from-the-chancellor-promoting-democracy-and-staying-true-to-our-commitment
https://www.jamesgmartin.center/2023/02/gov-coopers-unc-commission-shows-its-hand
https://www.carolinajournal.com/congressional-republicans-blast-accreditation-group-after-it-questions-uncs-compliance-in-forming-new-school/
https://www.carolinajournal.com/congressional-republicans-blast-accreditation-group-after-it-questions-uncs-compliance-in-forming-new-school/
https://wusfnews.wusf.usf.edu/education/2021-05-14/richard-corcorans-interest-in-fsu-position-raises-conflict-of-interest-questions
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Perdue, who ultimately became chancellor. Wheelan 
complained that a former governor might not have 
the requisite experience to run a university system 
(Stirgus et al., 2021). Note that SACS was dissatisfied 
that Corcoran was so close to the FSU search but also 
dissatisfied about Perdue’s distance from USG.

• In October 2019, SACS interfered with the University 
of South Carolina’s presidential search. It had “already 
launched an inquiry into the process and acquired 
personal records of board members and peripheral 
figures” and then opened an investigation (Blakeney, 
2019, para. 3).

• In July 2019, the Northwest Commission on Colleges 
and Universities (NWCCU) intervened in Alaska’s 
budget cuts to state universities, writing a letter to the 
state Legislature threatening their accreditation unless 
the Legislature ponied up more money (Ramaswamy, 
2019).

• In summer 2013, the Higher Learning Commission 
(HLC) required Tiffin University to “shut down its 
innovative Ivy Bridge program [arguing that] Tiffin 
had given the autonomous entity too much control” 
(Horn, 2018, paras. 3, 5). HLC also opened an inves-
tigation of Bellevue University, reversing its previous 
approval of a competency-based, self-paced program, 
after ED complained about the amount of “substantive 
interaction” in the program (para. 7). The latter appears 
to be a case where the accreditor bullied the university 
under pressure from ED. ED has also stifled innovation 
at Western Governors University over its own compe-
tency-based education program (Horn & Dunagan, 
2018).

• In January 2013, SACS opened an investigation in 
Florida after Governor Rick Scott “weighed in on the 
selection of a new University of Florida president. It is 
a misunderstanding of the roles and responsibilities of 
a governor for SACS to assert that the chief executive 
officer of a state does not have the right and duty to 
express opinions on matters of import to state-owned, 
operated, and extensively taxpayer-funded universities” 
(Brown, 2013, p. 6).

• In December 2012, SACS put the University of Virginia 
on warning status after the university’s trustees moved to 
oust its president, even though university policy clearly 
“reserves complete authority to the board in matters of 
the appointment and oversight of the president.” SACS 

also complained that the university “had failed to con-
sult the faculty” (Brown, 2013, p. 6).Also, in December 
2012, WASC demanded that the University of Hawaii 
account for its decision-making procedures regarding its 
selection of an athletic director (Brown, 2013).

• In December 2011, SACS threatened the accreditation 
of Florida A&M University after Governor Scott 
“publicly suggested Florida A&M University suspend 
then-president James Ammons a month after [a] 
hazing death.” In response, SACS president Belle 
Wheelan sent Scott a letter arguing that the matter 
should be left strictly to the governing board (Mitchell, 
2013, para. 7). Note that this directly contradicts SACS’ 
position at UVA the following year. 

• In 2007, SACS withdrew accreditation from St. 
Andrews Presbyterian College (now St. Andrews 
University) because SACS “disagreed with the board’s 
strategic plan” (Neal, 2008, para. 13). The college 
survived by filing a federal lawsuit and merging with 
another institution (McMullen, 2011).

• In December 2006, according to Brown (2013, p. 5), 
“When the University of California Regents attempted 
to investigate and address evidence of runaway admin-
istrative costs, they found themselves accused [by 
WASC] of being ‘unnecessarily harsh’ with administra-
tors.” WASC invoked two of its standards and five of its 
review criteria as being implicated (Casteen et al., 2007, 
pp. 3–4).

• In 2003, SACS put Auburn University on probation 
“for what The Chronicle of Higher Education reported 
was ‘trustee meddling in the university’s administra-
tion and for a lack of commitment to the accreditation 
process.’ The sanction was lifted only after three outside 
investigators found no basis for the penalty and trust-
ees signed a personal statement of commitment to the 
accreditation process” (ACTA, 2007, p. 3).

Institutional Values
• In 2014, the New England Association of Schools 

and Colleges (NEASC) threatened Gordon College’s 
accreditation because of its religious mission. Gordon’s 
crime was having asked the federal government for 
a religious exemption regarding President Obama’s 
executive order preventing federal contractors from 
engaging in “sexual-orientation discrimination.” 
French (2015, para. 2) explains that this action “sig-
naled potential intent to violate federal law to punish 

https://www.ajc.com/education/agency-warns-georgia-regents-against-politicizing-chancellor-search/NDBHGL3YGFB5FMPUVH6S5OHRSM/
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/6186481-NWCCU-Letter-to-Alaska-Legislature-07072019.html
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/6186481-NWCCU-Letter-to-Alaska-Legislature-07072019.html
https://www.forbes.com/sites/michaelhorn/2018/07/10/accreditations-insidious-impact-on-higher-education-innovation
https://www.forbes.com/sites/michaelhorn/2018/07/10/accreditations-insidious-impact-on-higher-education-innovation
https://www.educationnext.org/change-rules-unleash-innovation-forum-rethinking-rules-federal-higher-ed-spending
https://www.educationnext.org/change-rules-unleash-innovation-forum-rethinking-rules-federal-higher-ed-spending
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/-protecting-students-and-taxpayers_164758132385.pdf
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/-protecting-students-and-taxpayers_164758132385.pdf
https://www.tampabay.com/news/education/college/gov-rick-scotts-involvement-in-uf-president-decision-under-review/1271239/
https://www.tampabay.com/news/education/college/gov-rick-scotts-involvement-in-uf-president-decision-under-review/1271239/
https://www.goacta.org/news-item/seeking_higher_ed_accountability_ending_federal_accreditation
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/-protecting-students-and-taxpayers_164758132385.pdf
https://www.ucop.edu/institutional-research-academic-planning/_files/WASC-special-visit-team-report.pdf
https://www.ucop.edu/institutional-research-academic-planning/_files/WASC-special-visit-team-report.pdf
https://www.goacta.org/wp-content/uploads/ee/download/why_accreditation_doesnt_work.pdf
https://www.nationalreview.com/2015/05/gordon-college-keeps-its-faith-and-its-accreditation-david-french
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orthodox Christianity” (para. 6). Under pressure 
from many religious colleges over this action, NEASC 
backed down.

• About 1992, as reported by the American Council of 
Trustees and Alumni (ACTA, 2007, p. 10), “Thomas 
Aquinas College was threatened … with a loss of 
accreditation due to the fact that its avowedly Catholic, 
traditional orientation simply had no room for courses 
that [WASC] was prescribing at the time. The ‘Great 
Books’ curriculum at Thomas Aquinas was the very 
key to the school’s mission. … The WASC standards … 
also were unacceptable to several of the most pres-
tigious universities in California. The [accreditor’s] 
standards were denounced by the president of Stanford 
University, who said that such tight accrediting con-
trols [would ruin the diversity of higher education 
options, and who wrote that WASC] was ‘attempting 
to insert itself in an area in which it has no legitimate 
standing.’”

Faculty and Teaching
Politicized accreditation is not limited to governance. 
Politicized requirements and nudges have extended to 
recruiting and retaining faculty as well as teaching and 
admissions. Accreditation Standard III-A of the National 
League for Nursing (NLN)’s Commission for Nursing 
Education Accreditation (CNEA, 2021) requires that each 
nursing program demonstrate “an inclusive organizational 
environment and resources supportive of recruitment, 
retention, and flourishing of diverse faculty” (p. 21). The 
Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities 
(NWCCU) also requires “indicators disaggregated by race, 
ethnicity, age, gender and socioeconomic status with the 
goal of closing equity gaps” (Miller, 2022, para. 11). 

Such standards might not seem unduly strict, but they 
appear to lead institutions to violate civil rights laws in 
hiring or at least to straddle the edge of legality. As a 
result of NWCCU’s requirements, the University of Idaho 
implemented “strategic hiring initiatives that target women 
and underrepresented and diverse groups in all units” 
(University of Idaho, 2019, p. 12).

Furthermore, Sailer (2023) explains how the Liaison 
Committee on Medical Education (LCME) treated Oregon 
Health and Science University’s medical school. After 
LCME criticized the school for lacking sufficient faculty 
diversity,

The medical school responded with a comprehen-
sive “Diversity, Equity, Inclusion and Anti-Racism 
Strategic Action Plan,” which was designed “in align-
ment with accreditation requirements.” That plan is 
notable for its strong warning to those who don’t get 
with the program. One step reads, “Require ongoing 
training and learning opportunities related to DEI and 
anti-racism for learners, staff, faculty and administra-
tive leaders. Ensure there are consequences for indi-
viduals who are not compliant with the required train-
ing.” Another reads, “Include a section in promotion 
packages where faculty members report on the ways 
they are contributing to improving DEI, anti-racism 
and social justice. Reinforce the importance of these 
efforts by establishing clear consequences and influ-
ences on promotion packages.” (para. 5)

There are more examples:

• In November 2021, SACS opened an investigation 
of the University of Florida “because of an admin-
istrative decision that kept three professors from 
providing expert testimony in a lawsuit against the 
state” (Barrera, 2021, para. 2). SACS claimed that this 
decision was a potential violation of academic freedom, 
even though accreditors have universally remained 
silent in the face of unconstitutional speech codes and 
so-called bias response teams that are ubiquitous across 
academe.

• In 2008, after having complained about St. Mary’s 
College’s “lack of progress on racial issues” since 1990, 
WASC threatened the college’s accreditation over its 
“increasing and sustained lack of civility” (Shibley, 
2008, paras. 2–3).

• Sometime before 2002, SACS put Campbell University, 
according to ACTA, on probation “because its stan-
dard faculty teaching load was 15 hours per week. The 
accreditor insisted that 12 hours was the maximum 
acceptable load, so the school solved the problem by 
consolidating class sections [and] students often found 
themselves in classes of sixty or more” (ACTA, 2007, 
p. 9).

• In the early 1990s, “The Middle States Association 
threatened to withdraw accreditation from Baruch 
College because it had only 18% minority representa-
tion on its faculty and Westminster Seminary because 
there were no women on its governing board. Then 
Education Secretary Lamar Alexander concluded that 

https://www.nationalreview.com/2015/05/gordon-college-keeps-its-faith-and-its-accreditation-david-french
https://www.goacta.org/wp-content/uploads/ee/download/why_accreditation_doesnt_work.pdf
https://irp.cdn-website.com/cc12ee87/files/uploaded/CNEA Standards October 2021.pdf
https://irp.cdn-website.com/cc12ee87/files/uploaded/CNEA Standards October 2021.pdf
https://www.thecollegefix.com/the-higher-education-dei-takeover-will-not-end-until-this-one-major-problem-is-fixed/
https://www.uidaho.edu/-/media/UIdaho-Responsive/Files/Diversity/diversity-plan---fy-2019-revised.pdf
https://www.jamesgmartin.center/2023/01/when-discipline-specific-accreditors-go-woke/
https://www.jamesgmartin.center/2023/01/when-discipline-specific-accreditors-go-woke/
https://www.thefire.org/news/college-accreditors-mandating-civility
https://www.thefire.org/news/college-accreditors-mandating-civility
https://www.goacta.org/wp-content/uploads/ee/download/why_accreditation_doesnt_work.pdf
https://www.goacta.org/wp-content/uploads/ee/download/why_accreditation_doesnt_work.pdf
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it was not appropriate for an accreditation agency to 
wield what amounted to federal power in a manner 
that threatened academic freedom and diversity among 
institutions. Writing that ‘I did not know that it was the 
job of an accrediting agency to define for a university 
what its diversity ought to be,’ Secretary Alexander 
chose to defer recognition of Middle States” pending a 
review (ACTA, 2007, p. 10).

Admissions
In admissions, accreditors tell schools that they must 
ensure that their student bodies are diverse in terms of 
identity groups. According to Will (2021), the Council 
for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation’s accredi-
tation standards emphasize diversity: “Providers are now 
asked to disaggregate candidate data by race, ethnicity, 
and any other categories that may be relevant for the 
provider’s mission, such as socio-economic status or the 
geographic region they’re from” (para. 18). The Council 
for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation (CAEP, 
2022c) explains: “Equity and diversity measures have been 
specifically included in components of the standards to 
ensure proper attention is given and each provider must 
demonstrate progress toward recruiting and graduating a 
candidate pool that reflects the diversity of America’s P-12 
students” (para. 2).

The American Bar Association (ABA), which accredits law 
schools, has been particularly activist about admissions:

• Heriot (2022) reports that in the 1990s, “31 percent of 
law schools and 24 percent of medical schools polled 
by the political scientists Susan Welch and John Gruhl 
reported that they ‘felt pressure’ to ‘take race into 
account in making admissions decisions’ from accred-
itation agencies. In the mid-2010s, with the help of the 
National Association of Scholars, [Heriot] conducted 
a round of state public-records requests of state medi-
cal schools. Out of the sixteen schools that responded 
or partially responded, half had been cited by their 
accreditor—the Liaison Committee on Medical 
Education—for insufficient diversity” (Accreditors 
Bullying Schools section, para. 10).

• Heriot (2022) also describes how the ABA coerced 
George Mason University’s law school (now the 
Antonin Scalia Law School) beginning in 2000, “when 
the ABA’s site-evaluation team was unhappy that only 
6.5 percent of entering day students and 9.5 percent 
of entering evening students were minorities.” The 
school refused to use race preferences to satisfy the 

ABA, so the accreditor refused to renew the school’s 
accreditation. Finally, the school backed down, but 
“still the ABA was not satisfied” with the proportion 
of black law students. “What mattered was that GMU’s 
former position on preferences was heresy and had to 
be crushed. … The law school finally got its reaccredi-
tation after six long years of abuse—just in time for the 
next round in the seven-year reaccreditation process. 
Sure enough, the 2007 site-evaluation team also cited 
GMU for its supposed lack of diversity.” As a result 
of the required racial preferences, unfortunately and 
expectedly, from 2003 to 2005 “45 percent of African-
American law students at GMU experienced academic 
failure as opposed to only 4 percent of students of 
other races” (Accreditors Bullying Schools section, 
paras. 2–7).

• In 2006, the ABA then required law schools to demon-
strate “concrete action” to admit students (as well as 
hire faculty and staff) who were “diverse with respect 
to gender, race, and ethnicity.” As the American 
Council of Trustees and Alumni noted, “the ABA 
specifically warned schools in states such as California 
where voters rejected racial preferences, that even they 
must find a way to comply.” In response, the American 
Law Deans Association complained that ABA “inap-
propriately inserts itself into the internal affairs of the 
institutions it accredits … in a way that forces homo-
geneity, and conversely stifles innovation and diversity, 
among law schools.” As a result, ED gave the ABA only 
an 18-month recognition instead of the usual five-year 
renewal and required the ABA “to provide extensive 
documentation on how it applies its controversial 
diversity standard” (ACTA, 2007, p. 4).

Accreditation Standards Requiring “Diversity, Equity, and 
Inclusion”
ED does not have a diversity requirement, leaving accredi-
tors free to set their own standards. But if an accreditor also 
seeks CHEA recognition, under CHEA Standard 3.A, the 
institution must demonstrate that it “manifests a com-
mitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion” (Council for 
Higher Education Accreditation, 2021, standard 3.A, p. 9). 
Accordingly, many do.

Butcher (2023, para. 10) observes that every formerly 
regional accreditor is “aligned with radical positions on 
race commonly found in higher education.” This alignment 
includes direct interference with institutional autonomy:

https://www.goacta.org/wp-content/uploads/ee/download/why_accreditation_doesnt_work.pdf
https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/the-complicated-divisive-work-of-grading-teacher-preparation-programs/2021/06
https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/the-complicated-divisive-work-of-grading-teacher-preparation-programs/2021/06
https://caepnet.org/standards/2022-itp/introduction
https://caepnet.org/standards/2022-itp/introduction
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• The Western Association of Schools and Colleges’ 
(WASC’s) Senior College and University Commission 
(WSCUC) “mentions ‘diversity, equity, and inclusion’ 
five times in its new standards guidebook.” WASC 
“offers training sessions for schools to help college 
administrators ‘use a justice, equity, diversity and 
inclusion (JEDI) lens.’” 

• WASC’s Accrediting Commission for Community and 
Junior Colleges “released a ‘Policy on Social Justice’ in 
June 2021 pledging to create a ‘climate’ of ‘anti-racism’ 
among accredited schools.” 

Butcher (2023) shows that even when a formerly regional 
accreditor does not explicitly require DEI standards, it is 
often aligned with DEI. Accreditors’ websites feature DEI 
position statements, anti-racism resources produced by the 
Southern Poverty Law Center, and other DEI resources. 
The Middle States Commission on Higher Education 
(MSCHE) joined “an amicus brief supporting ‘the legal-
ity and value of race-conscious admissions’” in the cases 
recently in front of the U.S. Supreme Court (para. 10). The 
New England Commission of Higher Education (NECHE), 
at its 2022 annual meeting, “held a session on ‘gender 
inclusivity’; two sessions on ‘equity’; and a closing keynote 
presentation on the need for DEI in science, technology, 
engineering, and math (STEM) education” (para. 10).

Accreditors of programs that instruct students in the 
helping professions—teaching, psychology, nursing, and 
social work, to name four—have the most prescriptive 
DEI standards. As a result, students often are required to 
serve all clients even when doing so would conflict with 
their religious beliefs or conscience. This is because their 
institutions do not always provide religious accommoda-
tions that permit students to refer clients to other provid-
ers. Although such accommodations are generally required 
under the First Amendment and state civil rights laws, 
the pressure of an adverse action by an accreditor works 
against such requirements for religious inclusion. As a 
result, students often have had to choose between violat-
ing their religious beliefs and succeeding in their program 
(ACTA, 2007, pp. 1–2).

In the area of teaching, the two major accreditors are 
the Association for Advancing Quality in Educator 
Preparation (AAQEP) and the Council for the 
Accreditation of Educator Preparation (a successor to the 
National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education, 
or NCATE). They take “very different approaches to 

determining the quality of teacher education. CAEP 
requires multiple measures of data to prove programs’ 
selectivity and effectiveness. AAQEP’s standards don’t” but 
instead use evidence “holistically” (Will, 2021, para. 8).

AAQEP (2021) requires that students demonstrate “cul-
turally responsive practice, including intersectionality 
of race, ethnicity, class, gender identity and expression, 
sexual identity, and the impact of language acquisition and 
literacy development on learning” (Standard 1c, pp. 11, 
16–17). AAQEP’s accreditation Standard 2b requires “cul-
turally responsive educational practices” (p. 19) with the 
same meaning as in Standard 1. Standard 4a requires that 
institutions “address the overriding challenge of disparity 
in educational outcomes” by identity group (p. 25).

CAEP similarly requires that students demonstrate knowl-
edge and use of “equitable and inclusive learning experi-
ences” (CAEP, 2022a, Standards R1.2 and R1.3). Postbac-
calaureate students must reflect on “their personal biases 
to increase their understanding and practice of equity, 
diversity, and inclusion” (CAEP, 2022b, Standard RA.1). 
Until 2006, NCATE required that education schools use a 
“social justice” standard for assessing the “dispositions” of 
teacher trainees, and it abandoned that requirement under 
public pressure (National Association of Scholars, 2006), 
but today CAEP essentially requires the same thing.

In psychology, the American Psychological Association 
(APA) Commission on Accreditation (CoA) standards 
require in three places:

Consistency with the professional value of individual 
and cultural diversity. ... Although Individual and 
Cultural Diversity is a profession-wide competency, 
the CoA expects that appropriate training and atten-
tion to diversity will also be incorporated into each 
of the other profession-wide competencies. (APA 
Commission on Accreditation, n.d., Regulations C-8 
D, C-8 I, C-9 P, p. 15)

The CoA takes its bearings from multiculturalism:

An accredited program is expected to articulate and 
implement a specific plan for integrating diversity 
into its didactic and experiential training. This train-
ing should be based on the multicultural conceptual 
and theoretical frameworks of worldview, identity, 
and acculturation, rooted in the diverse social, cul-
tural, and political contexts of society, and integrated 

https://www.heritage.org/education/report/policymakers-should-use-supreme-court-cases-racial-preferences-launch-reform
https://www.heritage.org/education/report/policymakers-should-use-supreme-court-cases-racial-preferences-launch-reform
https://www.heritage.org/education/report/policymakers-should-use-supreme-court-cases-racial-preferences-launch-reform
https://www.goacta.org/wp-content/uploads/ee/download/why_accreditation_doesnt_work.pdf
https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/the-complicated-divisive-work-of-grading-teacher-preparation-programs/2021/06
https://aaqep.org/files/2021 Guide to AAQEP Accreditation.pdf
https://aaqep.org/files/2021 Guide to AAQEP Accreditation.pdf
https://aaqep.org/files/2021 Guide to AAQEP Accreditation.pdf
https://caepnet.org/standards/2022-itp/standard-1
https://caepnet.org/standards/2022-adv
https://www.nas.org/blogs/press_release/ncate_drops_social_justice_as_accreditation_standard_nas_is_pleased
https://irp.cdn-website.com/a14f9462/files/uploaded/Section C.pdf
https://irp.cdn-website.com/a14f9462/files/uploaded/Section C.pdf
https://irp.cdn-website.com/a14f9462/files/uploaded/Section C.pdf
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into the science and practice of psychology. (APA 
Commission on Accreditation, n.d., Regulation C-9 
D, p. 19)

In nursing, CNEA (2021) asks for an “institutional defini-
tion of diversity and inclusivity” as evidence that an insti-
tution is “culturally responsive” and “inclusive” (Standard 
IV, p. 28). The commission’s accreditation Standard V.F 
requires a curriculum that ensures a student will “pro-
vide culturally responsive care to diverse and vulnerable 
populations” (p. 37). CNEA’s definition of diversity is “the 
intersection of race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, 
socio-economic status, age, physical abilities, religious and 
political beliefs, or other ideologies” (p. 42).

For its part, the Commission on Collegiate Nursing 
Education (CCNE, 2018) has used a lighter hand, requir-
ing “teaching-learning practices [that] expose students 
to individuals with diverse life experiences, perspectives, 
and backgrounds” (Standard III-G, p. 16). For CCNE, a 
nursing program’s “community of interest” might or might 
not “encompass individuals and groups of diverse back-
grounds, races, ethnicities, genders, values, and perspec-
tives” (p. 24).

In social work, “both the National Association of Social 
Workers (NASW) and the Council of Social Work 
Education (CSWE) pledged commitment to the inter-
related tenets of diversity, ethnic-sensitive practice, and 
cultural competence.” CSWE “has made advances in how 
diversity and principles of altruism, social justice and 
inclusion have been addressed in educational policy” 
(Gourdine et al., 2020, p. 79).

Indeed, the CSWE Council on Accreditation’s standards 
employ the most prescriptive hand of all. No other accred-
itor expounds at such length and with such biased lan-
guage. Social workers are to have the broad responsibility 
of advancing human rights as well as various forms of 
justice:

Competency 2: Advance Human Rights and Social, 
Racial, Economic, and Environmental Justice
Social workers … are knowledgeable about the global 
intersecting and ongoing injustices throughout 
history that result in oppression and racism, includ-
ing social work’s role and response. Social workers 
critically evaluate the distribution of power and 
privilege in society in order to promote social, racial, 
economic, and environmental justice by reducing 

inequities and ensuring dignity and respect for all. 
Social workers advocate for and engage in strategies 
to eliminate oppressive structural barriers to ensure 
that social resources, rights, and responsibilities are 
distributed equitably and that civil, political, eco-
nomic, social, and cultural human rights are pro-
tected. …

Competency 3: Engage Anti-Racism, Diversity, 
Equity, and Inclusion (ADEI) in Practice
Social workers understand how racism and oppres-
sion shape human experiences and how these two 
constructs influence practice at the individual, family, 
group, organizational, and community levels and in 
policy and research. Social workers understand the 
pervasive impact of White supremacy and privilege 
and use their knowledge, awareness, and skills to 
engage in anti-racist practice. Social workers under-
stand how diversity and intersectionality shape 
human experiences and identity development and 
affect equity and inclusion. The dimensions of diver-
sity are understood as the intersectionality of factors 
including but not limited to age, caste, class, color, 
culture, disability and ability, ethnicity, gender, gender 
identity and expression, generational status, immigra-
tion status, legal status, marital status, political ide-
ology, race, nationality, religion and spirituality, sex, 
sexual orientation, and tribal sovereign status. Social 
workers understand that this intersectionality means 
that a person’s life experiences may include oppres-
sion, poverty, marginalization, and alienation as well 
as privilege and power. Social workers understand 
the societal and historical roots of social and racial 
injustices and the forms and mechanisms of oppres-
sion and discrimination. Social workers understand 
cultural humility and recognize the extent to which 
a culture’s structures and values, including social, 
economic, political, racial, technological, and cultural 
exclusions, may create privilege and power resulting 
in systemic oppression.

Social workers:
a. demonstrate anti-racist and anti-oppressive social 

work practice at the individual, family, group, 
organizational, community, research, and policy 
levels; and

b. demonstrate cultural humility by applying critical 
reflection, self-awareness, and self- regulation to 
manage the influence of bias, power, privilege, 

https://irp.cdn-website.com/a14f9462/files/uploaded/Section C.pdf
https://irp.cdn-website.com/a14f9462/files/uploaded/Section C.pdf
https://irp.cdn-website.com/a14f9462/files/uploaded/Section C.pdf
https://irp.cdn-website.com/cc12ee87/files/uploaded/CNEA Standards October 2021.pdf
https://irp.cdn-website.com/cc12ee87/files/uploaded/CNEA Standards October 2021.pdf
https://irp.cdn-website.com/cc12ee87/files/uploaded/CNEA Standards October 2021.pdf
https://irp.cdn-website.com/cc12ee87/files/uploaded/CNEA Standards October 2021.pdf
https://irp.cdn-website.com/cc12ee87/files/uploaded/CNEA Standards October 2021.pdf
https://www.aacnnursing.org/Portals/42/CCNE/PDF/Standards-Final-2018.pdf
https://www.aacnnursing.org/Portals/42/CCNE/PDF/Standards-Final-2018.pdf
https://www.aacnnursing.org/Portals/42/CCNE/PDF/Standards-Final-2018.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26990923
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and values in working with clients and constituen-
cies, acknowledging them as experts of their own 
lived experiences. (CSWE, 2022, pp. 9–10)

Sailer (2023) finds similar requirements in medicine and 
public health. Regarding law, he adds:

The American Bar Association is now notorious for its 
DEI education requirements. The Accreditation Board 
of Engineering and Technology recently proposed—
and reportedly passed—revised standards that will 
require faculty to demonstrate their “knowledge of 
appropriate institutional policies on diversity, equity, 
and inclusion.” The Accrediting Council on Education 
in Journalism and Mass Communications likewise 
devotes a standard to “Diversity and Inclusiveness.” 
(para. 18)

Accreditors clearly “play a key role in advancing cultural 
competency policies” (Carrizales et al., 2016, p. 135). As 
a result, willingly or unwillingly, “universities essentially 
help build DEI empires, aided and abetted by accrediting 
agencies” (Miller, 2022, para. 22).

Special Case: Florida
Beyond all of this, ED is also throwing its weight against 
Florida. The Trump administration, under Secretary of 
Education Betsy DeVos, promulgated regulations in 2020 
that would let any college choose any accreditor. That is, 
the “regional accreditor” monopolies were broken—the 
former “regional accreditors” could accredit anywhere in 
the United States. Before the new regulation, an institution 
that wanted regional accreditation was coerced by having 

only one choice. The new regulation, however, brought a 
new level of choice and competition into accreditation.

Accordingly, Florida passed a law that requires institutions 
to switch accreditors each review cycle. Supporting the 
legislation, Governor DeSantis stated, “Florida’s students 
deserve a quality, affordable education and don’t need ideo-
logical activists and political organizations determining 
what they should learn” (Florida Mandates Change, 2022, 
para. 2). In response, ED changed its interpretation of its 
own rules, implausibly claiming that while the old system 
was not coercive, the new choice of any accreditor was 
somehow involuntary. 

By suggesting that ED would deny all changes of accredi-
tors that resulted from the new law, ED was asserting the 
power to make Florida institutions unaccredited, which 
would prevent all of their students from having access to 
federally administered grants and loans (Schwartz, 2022). 
In December 2022, several former ED officials, including 
the first author of this paper, called on the current ED to 
cease this “politically motivated harassment” (Defense of 
Freedom Institute, 2022).

On June 21, 2023, the state of Florida sued key ED 
officials in their official capacities in order to preserve 
Florida’s governance of its own public institutions 
(Complaint, Florida v. Cardona, 2023). Florida argued, 
first, that under the private nondelegation doctrine, it was 
unconstitutional to give accreditors control over access 
to federal funding while preventing ED from assessing 
the details of accreditors’ standards (pp. 11–20, 31–33). 
Second, Florida argued in defense of state prerogatives 
under the “Spending Clause” (Article I, section 8, clause 1) 
and the Tenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, since 
accreditors’ standards are coercive and subject to change 
at any time, but ED is working to prevent institutions 
from changing accreditors (pp. 20–22, 34–36). Third, 
Florida argued that since accreditors use government 
authority, the government must appoint their officers, but 
the absence of any process for doing so is a violation of 
the “Appointments Clause” (Article II, section 2) of the 
Constitution (pp. 36–37). Finally, Florida argued that ED’s 
new interpretations of its rules violate the Administrative 
Procedure Act because ED failed to open its new 
requirements to public notice and comment (pp. 37–39).

If Florida wins the case on the ground that it is unconsti-
tutional to delegate decisions about federal aid eligibility 
to private accreditors, chaos would not result. Federal aid 

Accreditors clearly “play a 
key role in advancing cultural 
competency policies.” As a 
result, willingly or unwillingly, 
“universities essentially help 
build DEI empires, aided 
and abetted by accrediting 
agencies.”
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eligibility is also controlled by states and by ED. An institu-
tion must be authorized by a state to operate in that state, 
and ED independently assesses whether an institution is 
financially and administratively capable of participating 
in financial aid programs. If a court pushes accreditors out 
of their role as gatekeepers of federal funding, they could 
return to their traditional mission of quality assurance and 
improvement, leaving government funding in the hands of 
the government.

Conclusion
This paper provides an extensive list of politicized accred-
itation standards and abuses of power by accreditors. ED’s 
flexibility in choosing accreditors promulgated in 2020 
provides significant medium-term and long-term relief 
by introducing competition into the accreditation system. 
Even more competition would bring additional choice and 
relief.

For example, under current law, accreditors must be 
membership associations of the accredited institutions, 
which means that institutions are mutually approving one 
another without any significant external checks. Permitting 
a wider range of accreditors would help. For example, 

trade associations are not educational institutions, but 
their members have deep expertise in their trades. Trade 
associations are well positioned to determine whether an 
educational institution is producing high-quality graduates. 
Accordingly, trade associations could easily develop skill in 
programmatic accreditation—for instance, a manufacturing 
association could become an accreditor of manufacturing 
programs.

Gillen (2020) proposes a different solution for institutions 
that wish to innovate or otherwise escape from the undue 
burdens of politicized accreditation. Off-ramps or “escape 
hatches” would let qualifying institutions, because of 
achieving superior outcomes on learning or labor market 
metrics, retain access to student aid programs regardless of 
accreditation status.

Finally, as many others have proposed, decoupling federal 
aid from accreditation would enable accreditors to focus 
on institutional improvement without a sword of Damocles 
looming over each institution. This financial sword is what 
gives accreditors their power, and reformers have good 
reasons to remove it.✯

CAEP, 2022b, Standard RA.1

https://www.texaspolicy.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Gillen-Escape-Hatches-from-Higher-Ed-Accreditation.pdf
https://caepnet.org/standards/2022-adv
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