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Introduction and summary

America’s system for safeguarding the billions of dollars spent on federal student 
aid is not up to the task. 

The federal government spends roughly $120 billion annually in federal financial aid 
dollars to help students afford college.1 But the government alone does not deter-
mine which colleges get access to this money. Instead, it relies on a group of private 
nonprofit organizations, known as accreditation agencies, to serve as gatekeepers to 
federal funds. Before a college can access federal financial aid, an accrediting agency 
must provide a stamp of approval indicating that the college is of sufficient quality. 

However, the federal government does not pay accrediting agencies for their 
services. Accreditors, therefore, depend on revenue collected through modest 
membership dues and other fees from the colleges they oversee. As a result, the 
money the nation’s 12 main accreditors have available in any given year to spend 
measuring quality is shockingly small—just $75 million.2 

For comparison, Corinthian Colleges, the now-defunct for-profit behemoth 
accused of defrauding students, raked in $1.3 billion in taxpayer money in one 
year.3 That is 17 times more than what all 12 main accrediting agencies spent—in 
total—monitoring quality at nearly 7,000 college locations.4

Not investing enough up front means that taxpayers end up paying more on 
the back end to fix problems caused by low-quality colleges than they would 
have spent on the front end preventing them. As one example among many, the 
collapse of Corinthian Colleges has already cost taxpayers $350 million in loan 
forgiveness costs for defrauded students and the final bill could ultimately total 
as much as $3.5 billion.5 

This report takes a closer look at a key underexamined issue: the money spent on 
quality assurance. To do that, this paper explores the issue of spending on accredita-
tion through the lens of both the agencies involved and the schools they oversee. 
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From the agency side, the Center for American Progress analyzed tax filings of the 
12 major institutional accrediting agencies to see how much they take in and spend 
compared to the federal aid dollars granted to institutions they oversee. For the insti-
tution side, CAP looked at their costs in terms of the dues and fee structures of these 
same agencies to understand why and how these costs vary by school. 

CAP’s findings raise questions about whether spending on quality assurance is 
sufficient to conduct proper oversight. At less than 1 percent of federal student aid 
dollars, overall spending on quality assurance pales in comparison to the amount 
of money flowing from the U.S. Department of Education. Second, the findings 
reveal dramatic variation in what different accreditors require colleges to spend, 
resulting in differing amounts of available revenue for agencies. Lastly, member-
ship dues and fees for services—accreditors’ largest source of revenue—bear a 
minimal relationship to college performance or the level of oversight needed. 

Accrediting agencies are under fire for failing to safeguard students and taxpayer 
dollars. But these findings suggest that at least part of that blame falls directly on 
the shoulders of the federal government for not properly ensuring accreditors 
have sufficient resources to do their jobs. It should be no surprise that access to 
federal dollars is not secure if accreditors spend little to nothing on gatekeeping 
and instead rely on colleges to pay for their own oversight. 

This report recommends several fixes to address concerns about insufficient 
resources for quality assurance:

• Set minimum fees: Accreditors should work together to set minimum fees for 
initial accreditation, reaffirmation of accreditation, and other fees. Greater 
alignment among fees would ensure that agencies are charging enough to 
properly carry out their work.

• Increase fees for poor performers: Accreditors should vary annual fee amounts 
based upon institutional performance. Schools that struggle require more 
attention and resources to help them improve. That cost should be reflected in 
what they pay for oversight. 

• Increase consideration of staffing and financial resources during U.S. 

Department of Education accreditor reviews: Government reviews of accredi-
tors should pay greater attention to staffing levels to determine if these agencies 
have enough employees to adequately carry out their responsibilities. Although 
the current review process for accreditors is supposed to take this into account, 
accreditors’ lack of resources suggests staffing needs are falling short. 
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• Enhance accreditor legal protections: Accreditors should receive greater legal 
protections from lawsuits. One danger with insufficient resources is that 
accreditors may not be able to afford the cost of legal representation, mak-
ing them reluctant to hold schools accountable for fear of ending up in court. 
Greater legal protections for accreditors in the courts—while preserving due 
process rights for schools—would allow accreditors to maintain adequate 
resources for quality improvement.

The time is long overdue to rethink the nation’s investment in the agencies tasked 
with the job of college oversight, to consider whether their funding is adequate for 
the job of gatekeeping, and to ensure that resources are targeted toward the col-
leges that are most in need of improvement.

Today’s accrediting agencies
Accrediting agencies are independent, nonprofit membership as-

sociations that serve as the gatekeepers guarding federal student 

aid dollars. For a college’s students to access federal financial aid, 

the school must first be approved by an accrediting agency that has 

obtained recognition from the U.S. Department of Education. 

The Department of Education recognizes 37 accrediting agencies 

that fall in one of three categories.6 The first and largest group in 

terms of institutions and students covered consists of seven region-

al accreditors, which oversee schools based on their geographic 

location. For example, the Northwest Commission on Colleges and 

Universities, or NWCCU, oversees colleges in the Pacific Northwest. 

The majority of schools that regional agencies oversee are public 

and private nonprofit colleges. The second largest group consists of 

five national accrediting agencies, which oversee colleges nation-

wide but tend to have a career focus and include mostly private 

for-profit colleges. A third group, programmatic accreditors, is not 

relevant here because its members oversee specific programs but 

are not typically gatekeepers of federal funds for the majority of 

colleges they oversee. 

Regional and national accreditors set standards colleges must meet in 

order to be accredited. While these standards vary by agency, federal 

law requires accreditors to have criteria that address certain topics, 

including facilities, faculty, finances, and student outcomes.7 Once 

accredited, colleges must go through a periodic review to prove they 

are in compliance before getting renewed or reaffirmed. Reaffirma-

tion cycles can vary from a few years to a maximum of 10 years. 
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Why accreditors are  
funded by colleges

Today’s quality assurance system, in which institutions of higher education pay for 
their own gatekeeping costs, reflects the messy process whereby a system designed 
more than 100 years ago for one purpose was adapted for a new and bigger federal 
role in the mid-20th century.

Accrediting agencies long predate the creation of the federal aid programs. 
Colleges themselves created the accreditation agencies in the late 1800s to estab-
lish, through a peer review process, standards around curriculum, degrees, and 
transfer of credits.8 At the time, colleges lacked universal standards on admissions 
requirements, curricula, and time to degree, which made it difficult to compare 
differences between programs and degrees.9 Different standards complicated the 
completion of basic tasks, such as determining how many credits a school should 
accept when a student transferred institutions or whether foreign students were 
qualified for admission.10 Since accrediting agencies were voluntary membership 
organizations, colleges that chose to participate funded the accreditors through 
membership dues and fees. 

The passage of the 1952 GI Bill thrust accrediting agencies into the role of 
gatekeepers for federal financial aid.11 Concerned with the need to weed out 
fraudulent actors looking to siphon off a new source of government aid, Congress 
required schools receiving GI Bill funds to either be accredited or get approval 
from a state approval agency.12 Over time, the federal reliance on accrediting agen-
cies grew so that no college could receive federal dollars without an accreditor’s 
stamp of approval.13 

In relying on accreditors to protect financial aid dollars, Congress took agencies 
that were focused on one thing—verifying quality for self-regulation—and turned 
them into a pseudo-regulatory arm of the federal government. As part of their 
expanding role, accreditors added new federal requirements to their list of duties, 
such as assessing a college’s financial responsibility score as measured by the U.S. 
Department of Education, on top of their prior functions. But at their core, these 
agencies remained membership associations dependent on colleges for income. 
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Today, accrediting agencies comply with numerous federal laws and regulations 
in order to be federally recognized to serve a gatekeeping role. As part of that 
recognition, agencies must undergo periodic review by the U.S. Department 
of Education’s Accreditation Group and the National Advisory Committee on 
Institutional Quality and Integrity, or NACIQI.14 These reviews ensure that 
accreditors establish rigorous standards and adequately evaluate colleges for com-
pliance with those standards.15 

Despite all these changes to accreditation over time, one key element remains the 
same: Accreditation agencies are membership organizations at heart. Despite the 
growing legal and regulatory demands on accrediting agencies, the federal govern-
ment does not pay accreditors for their oversight service. Instead, accreditors’ 
viability completely relies on funds received from the colleges they oversee. As a 
result, accreditors collect and spend very little compared to the billions of dollars 
in the aid programs.
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Methodology

To get a sense of the resources and spending picture at accreditation agencies, 
the Center for American Progress analyzed federal tax documents, known as 
Form 990s, that accreditors are required to submit each year. These forms con-
tain information on each organization’s finances, including overall revenue and 
expenses, and details such as the number of employees, sources of revenue, and 
spending. CAP looked at the filings for calendar year 2013—the most recent 
filing year available—for all 12 institutional accrediting agencies, which include 
the seven major regional and five national agencies.16 The table below lists each 
agency, the agency abbreviation used throughout this report, and the accredi-
tor type. Information obtained from the 990 forms used in this report includes 
annual expenses and number of employees.

This analysis also looked at how much each agency charges the schools it over-
sees and how those amounts are determined. This includes annual membership 
fees, initial and reaffirmation fees, and substantive change fees. These figures 
all came from agency websites or correspondence with the agency. However, 
annual membership fees are not included for the Southern Association of 
Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges, which did not respond to 
requests for information.17 The fees analyzed are from the most recent year avail-
able, which in most cases was 2016. 
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TABLE 1

Main institutional accrediting agencies included in analysis

Accrediting agency Abbreviation Accreditor type

The Higher Learning Commission HLC Regional

Southern Association of Colleges and Schools,  
Commission on Colleges

SACS Regional

Middle States Commission on Higher Education MSCHE Regional

New England Association of Schools and Colleges, 
Commission on Institutions of Higher Education

NEASC Regional

Western Association of Schools and Colleges,  
Senior College and University Commission

WASC Regional

Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities NWCCU Regional

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

ACCJC Regional

National Accrediting Commission of Career Arts  
& Sciences

NACCAS National

Accrediting Council for Independent Colleges  
and Schools

ACICS National

Accrediting Commission of Career Schools  
and Colleges

ACCSC National

Council on Occupational Education COE National

Accrediting Council for Continuing Education  
and Training

ACCET National

Sources: Higher Learning Commission, available at https://www.hlcommission.org/ (last accessed February 2017); Southern Association 
of Colleges and Schools, Commission on Colleges, available at http://www.sacscoc.org/ (last accessed February 2017); Middle States 
Commission on Higher Education, available at https://www.msche.org/ (last accessed February 2017); New England Association of Schools 
and Colleges, Commission on Institutions of Higher Education, available at https://cihe.neasc.org (last accessed February 2017); Western 
Association of Schools and Colleges, Senior College and University Commission, available at https://www.wascsenior.org/ (last accessed 
February 2017); Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities, available at http://www.nwccu.org/ (last accessed February 2017); 
Western Association of Schools and Colleges, Accrediting Commission for Community and Junior Colleges, available at http://www.accjc.
org/ (last accessed February 2017); National Accrediting Commission of Career Arts & Sciences, available at http://naccas.org/naccas/ (last 
accessed February 2017); Accrediting Council for Independent Colleges and Schools, available at http://www.acics.org/ (last accessed 
February 2017); Accrediting Commission of Career Schools and Colleges, available at http://www.accsc.org/ (last accessed February 
2017); Council on Occupational Education, available at http://www.council.org/ (last accessed February 2017); and Accrediting Council for 
Continuing Education and Training, available at http://accet.org/ (last accessed February 2017). 
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Findings

Spending on quality assurance pales in comparison  
to financial aid dollars authorized

CAP’s review found that overall spending on quality assurance is low. Accrediting 
agencies are small operations that, despite providing access to $120 billion in 
taxpayer dollars annually, only spend roughly $75 million per year.18 This means 
that for every $1 accreditors spend on monitoring college quality, they provide 
colleges access to $1,693 in federal financial aid. 

Importantly, it is not that spending is low because agencies receive substantial rev-
enue and choose not to spend on quality oversight. Rather, spending on oversight 
is a function of how little revenue agencies bring in. 

Table 2 provides a breakdown of the total annual federal student aid received by 
colleges approved by each accreditor, along with each agency’s total spending 
on quality assurance. 

The labor structure of accreditation agencies is one reason they manage to 
function on such little revenue. The bulk of the work they do is through a peer 
review process in which unpaid volunteers conduct reviews of colleges to deter-
mine if they meet the necessary standards to receive accreditor approval and 
access to federal financial aid. Typically, these volunteers have some expertise in 
running or working at a college, in many cases as faculty or administrators. They 
also help agencies create standards, judge college quality, and make accredita-
tion decisions.19

While peer review has the benefit of bringing in knowledgeable people to judge a 
program, it also means accreditors often rely on very small paid staffs. As shown in 
Figure 1, in 2013, the 12 main accrediting agencies employed 391 staff members 
to oversee nearly 7,000 colleges. The number of unpaid volunteers conducting 
quality assurance is 18 times greater than the number of paid employees. 
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TABLE 2

Annual spending on quality assurance, total federal  
student aid by accreditor, and other characteristics

Abbreviation
Number of 
campuses

Number of 
students

Total federal  
student aid

Spending on  
quality assurance  

Regionals

HLC 1006 6,474,614 $41,242,083,790  $12,453,444 

SACS 802 4,982,877 $31,979,239,656  $9,806,793 

MSCHE 527 3,624,303 $20,305,540,624  $5,968,028 

NEASC 242 1,008,798 $6,266,927,841  $3,325,597 

WASC 177 1,003,200 $9,831,682,953  $5,572,024 

NWCCU* 162 1,265,000 $6,012,153,529  $1,802,072 

ACCJC 133 1,665,466 $2,192,269,946  $4,672,785 

Nationals

NACCAS 1490 246,780 $1,130,598,045  $7,207,035 

ACICS 916 770,876 $4,737,295,586  $13,060,088 

ACCSC 748 258,416 $2,819,597,004  $6,940,930 

COE 391 346,000 $747,123,943  $1,846,420 

ACCET 271 630,000 $222,193,212  $2,620,877 

Total 6865 22,276,330  $127,486,706,129  $75,276,093 

*Number of institutions and students from 2008-2009. 

Sources: Number of campuses includes branch campuses and colleges inside and outside of the United States. Number of campuses and 
students from Council for Higher Education Accreditation, “The Condition of Accreditation: U.S. Accreditation in 2013,” available at http://
www.chea.org/userfiles/uploads/Condition_US_Accreditation_in_2013.pdf; Total Federal Student Aid from author’s analysis of data from 
U.S. Department of Education, Title IV Program Volume Reports (2012-2013), available at https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/about/data-center/
student/title-iv (last accessed February 2017); Spending on quality assurance from accreditor tax forms, see endnote 16 of Antoinette Flores, 
“Getting What We Pay For on Quality Assurance” (Washington: Center for American Progress, 2017). 

When an accreditor is small in terms of both resources and employees, the 
agency is more vulnerable to colleges that challenge their authority and decision-
making, particularly in court. When colleges lose accreditation, they frequently 
sue their accreditor to delay or overturn the decision.20 While accreditors usually 
win in court, fighting legal battles takes up valuable time and financial resources 
and detracts from other duties.21 For example, in 2013, the City College of San 
Francisco sued its accreditor, the Accrediting Commission for Community and 
Junior Colleges, or ACCJC, after the agency attempted to revoke its accredita-
tion.22 The ACCJC spent much of 2014 defending itself in court, and tax docu-
ments show the financial damage. That year, the ACCJC brought in $3.7 million in 
revenue but spent $4.4 million, half of which went toward legal fees.23 In the end, a 
federal judge sided with the City College of San Francisco.24 Negative net revenue 
as a result of high-cost legal fees diverted money that would have been available to 
spend toward quality assurance. 
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Accreditors’ average spending per institution varies considerably 

While overall spending by accreditors is low, average spending per institution var-
ies a great deal from accreditor to accreditor, as shown in Figure 2. For example, 
among regional accreditors, average spending ranges from almost $11,000 per 
institution to $35,000 per institution. Among national accreditors, average spend-
ing varies from roughly $5,000 to $16,000. To be clear, this does not mean that 
agencies that spend more on oversight are necessarily better at measuring quality. 
Instead, it suggests that there is no standard for what is adequate. 

1Number of volunteers for this agency are from 2008-09.   
2Number of volunteers for this agency are from 2010-11.   

Sources: Number of employees obtained from 2013 990 tax forms (see endnote 16 of Antoinette Flores, "Getting What We Pay For on 
Quality Assurance" (Washington: Center for American Progress, 2017); Number of volunteers includes total count reported by the 
agency that actively served as a volunteer in 2012-13, unless noted above. Council for Higher Education Accreditation, "CHEA Almanac 
of External Quality Review, 2013," (2013), on �le with author.  
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FIGURE 1

Number of employees and volunteers by accrediting agency

The main accrediting agencies employed a combined total of 391 staff 
to oversee nearly 7000 campuses.
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Some of the variation in average spending across agencies may reflect differ-
ences in the typical size of the colleges each agency oversees. For example, the 
National Accrediting Commission of Career Arts & Sciences, or NACCAS, a 
national accreditor, spends the least—a little less than $5,000 per institution—
but many of the schools it oversees are small mom and pop beauty schools with 
less than 100 students. 

While it makes sense that agency spending might vary according to the type of 
colleges it oversees, there are some anomalies. For example, the ACCJC is one of 
the smallest regionals and accredits community colleges, which tend to have lower 
resources than four-year schools. However, the ACCJC’s average spending per 
institution is the highest among all 12 agencies. 

$11,810

FIGURE 2

Average spending per institution by agency and agency type

Sources:  Spending on quality assurance from accreditor tax forms, see endnote 16 of Antoinette Flores, "Getting What We Pay For on 
Quality Assurance" (Washington: Center for American Progress, 2017). 
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Another reason for variation in average spending may be a result of how agencies 
treat travel and lodging fees in their revenue and spending. For example, when 
an institution has an accreditation visit, the New England Association of Schools 
and Colleges, or NEASC, charges institutions for evaluator travel, lodging, and 
meals. However, the money collected is used to reimburse evaluators and is not 
included in the agency’s overall revenue.25 In contrast, the Accrediting Council 
for Independent Colleges and Schools, or ACICS, which has the highest average 
spending among national agencies, collected and spent more than $3 million in 
travel expenses in 2013. This amount is the highest revenue and spending toward 
travel among any agency included in this analysis and helps explain why the 
agency’s average spending seems so high. 

Annual membership fee formulas produce  
different charges for institutions

Because what each agency spends is a function of the money it receives, it is worth 
taking a closer look at how accreditors determine their membership dues and fees 
for the schools they approve. A review of these formulas shows substantial differ-
ences in approaches. The result is that the same institution would likely pay quite 
different amounts depending on which agency provides its accreditation.

Annual membership or sustaining fees from colleges are the largest source of 
accreditor revenue. Factors accreditors use to determine these fees generally 
fall in two categories: how many students the college serves and the college’s 
wealth. Table 3 shows the factors each agency measures to determine how much 
a college pays each year for access to federal aid. As a general rule, larger colleges 
pay more in annual fees. 
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TABLE 3

Factors accreditors use to determine how much a college pays  
in annual membership and sustaining fees, by agency 

Agency

Full-time 
equivalent 
enrollment

Total  
head  
count

Number of 
participant 
clock hours 

Education 
& general 

expenditure
Total  

expenses
Total  

revenue
Gross  

tuition

HLC ✔

SACS ✔ ✔

MSCHE ✔

NEASC ✔ ✔

WASC ✔

NWCCU ✔

 ACCJC ✔

ACICS ✔

ACCSC ✔

COE ✔

NACCAS ✔

ACCET ✔

Total 5 2 1 3 1 2 1

Sources: See endnote 17 of Antoinette Flores, “Getting What We Pay For on Quality Assurance” (Washington: Center for American Progress, 2017).

The second factor determining how much colleges pay their accreditor is the mini-
mum and maximum membership fee their accreditor sets. These also vary widely. 
Table 4 shows the range of how much colleges pay under each accreditor. National 
agencies tend to have lower minimums and maximums and smaller ranges, largely 
because many of the colleges they oversee are smaller and less wealthy. Based on 
a review of five national accreditors, minimum annual membership fees across 
agencies range from $1,200 to $2,723 per institution and maximum fees range 
from $3,083 to $14,510 per institution, although the Accrediting Commission 
of Career Schools and Colleges, or ACCSC, has no maximum fee. In contrast, 
regional agencies have much wider membership fees and higher maximums, likely 
because they accredit a variety of colleges, including small community colleges 
and large, relatively wealthy state universities. Among regionals, minimums range 
from $1,500 to $8,049 per institution and maximums range from $18,080 to 
$162,055 per institution. One agency—the Higher Learning Commission, or 
HLC—does not have a maximum fee. 
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TABLE 4

Minimum and maximum annual membership  
and sustaining fee by accrediting agency

Accrediting agency Range

HLC $4,150-no maximum

MSCHE $1,500-30,000

NEASC $6,336-31,367

WASC $7,300-162,055

NWCCU $3,497-18,080

ACCJC $8,049-42,929

ACICS $1,210-14,510

ACCSC No maximum

COE $2,690-9,000

NACCAS $2,723-3,083

ACCET $1,300-9,600

Sources: See endnote 17 of Antoinette Flores, “Getting What We Pay For on Quality Assurance”  
(Washington: Center for American Progress, 2017).

The differences in membership fee formulas matter for both the revenue an agency 
takes in and how much it spends on conducting quality assurance. For example, 
the Western Association of Schools and Colleges, Senior College and University 
Commission, or WASC, has relatively high average spending per institution. In 
general, it charges higher base fees for larger colleges. Similarly, the NACCAS has 
the smallest average spending per institution because its membership fee formula 
only considers total number of students, and again, many of the schools it oversees 
are small mom and pop beauty schools that tend to serve less than 100 students. 

To get a sense of the implications of formula variations, CAP used each agency’s 
published membership fee structure and data institutions reported to the U.S. 
Department of Education to calculate how much various colleges would pay 
under each accrediting agency, as shown in Table 5. The findings reveal that 
how much a specific college pays under one agency could double or triple under 
another agency. For example, Williams College, which serves a small number of 
students but is relatively wealthy, could pay as little as $5,000 under a formula that 
only considers size of the student body or as much as $18,500 under a formula 
that accounts for the wealth of a college. Under its own accreditor, NEASC, CAP 
estimates that Williams pays roughly $17,500. 
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TABLE 5

Examples of what various colleges would be charged for annual membership by accrediting agency
■ Shading reflects estimated cost college actually pays under its own accreditor.

HLC MSCHE NEASC WASC NWCCU ACCJC ACICS ACCSC COE NACCAS 

Georgia State
• Full-time enrollment: 29,363
• Total annual expenses: 

$617,656,696
• Tuition: $8,974 in-state, 

$23,542 out-of-state                    

 $20,300  $17,403  $29,592  $38,795  $18,080  $40,247 

Adirondack Community College
• Full-time enrollment: 5315
• Total annual expenses: 

$33,087,587
• Tuition: $4,423 in-state, 

$8,407 out-of-state

 $7,073  $9,522  $14,751  $23,655  $14,000  $22,810 

Williams College
• Full-time enrollment: 2214
• Total annual expenses: 

$190,856,490
• Tuition: $50,070 

 $5,368  $12,943  $17,595  $18,770  $16,912  $13,416 

Idaho State University
• Full-time enrollment:  14,430
• Total annual expenses: 

$226,914,497
• Tuition: $6,784 in-state,
• $20,182 out-of-state

 $12,087  $13,796  $24,614  $29,150  $16,912  $30,857 

Duluth Business University
• Full-time enrollment: 274
• Total annual expenses: 

$3,537,203
• Tuition: $17,810

 $4,301  $1,500  $7,119  $10,410  $3,497  $8,049  $4,860  $4,886  $2,940  $2,080 

Demmons School of Beauty
• Full-time enrollment: 70
• Total annual expenses: $226,433
• Tuition: $8,500 

 $4,189  $1,500  $6,336  $7,300  $3,497  $8,049  $1,210  $1,128  $2,690  $1,720 

Tulsa Welding School-Tulsa
• Full-time enrollment: 1868
• Total annual expenses: 

$15,661,008
• Tuition: $18,555

 $5,177  $2,937 $11,130 $18,770 $6,709 $13,416 $8,480 $6,878 $5,130  $2,080 

Sources: Sustaining fee formulas for national accrediting agencies were not used to calculate public and nonprofit colleges because formulas are designed for smaller institutions and would show the same 
charge. Estimates also not included for SACS, which did not respond to requests for information and ACCET which used participant credit hours, a measure that is not readily available from public data. All 
annual fees are estimates based on available data. Full-time enrollment and total annual expenses from author’s analysis of data from U.S. Department of Education, “Integrated Postsecondary Education 
Data System,” available at http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/ (last accessed February 2017); Tuition from most recent year. National Center for Education Statistics, “College Navigator,” available at http://nces.ed.gov/
collegenavigator/ (last accessed February 2017); Annual membership and sustaining fees reflect author calculation using formula from each agency’s website and data from author’s analysis of data from U.S. 
Department of Education, “Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System,” available at http:// 
nces.ed.gov/ipeds/ (last accessed February 2017). See endnote 17 of Antoinette Flores, “Getting What We Pay For on Quality Assurance” (Washington: Center for American Progress, 2017).
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Regardless of the formula used, the amount that many colleges spend each year to 
gain access to federal funding is less than tuition for one student. While Williams 
College’s maximum charge for accreditation is an estimated $17,500, the listed 
price for tuition for one year is $50,070.26 This discrepancy is particularly obvious 
among small for-profit colleges. For example, at Demmons School of Beauty, a 
small school with 70 full-time students, tuition is $8,500 per year.27 Despite that 
sticker price, the college only pays an estimated $1,720 in an annual sustaining fee 
for quality assurance. To be clear, despite their differences, these colleges pay little 
in annual membership fees while taking in significantly larger amounts in tuition. 

Charges for periodic quality reviews are modest flat fees

Unlike annual membership fees, which vary by college characteristics, most 
other charges are flat fees billed when accreditors take specific actions. This 
includes charges for initial or renewing accreditation and fees to review major 
changes to a school’s accreditation—such as a change of ownership. Table 6 lists 
charges by agency for a range of services. The only variation in how much each 
accreditor charges are fees for visits, which can include a visiting team’s travel, 
lodging, and other expenses.

Each service is provided when a college needs a performance review. For example, 
initial accreditation occurs when an unaccredited college wants to become accred-
ited so it can access federal student aid dollars. An agency conducts a review to 
determine whether the college is of sufficient quality to gain access. Similarly, all 
accredited colleges must periodically renew their accreditation, called reaffirma-
tion of accreditation. Reaffirmation of accreditation occurs no less than once every 
10 years and consists of a review of the college to ensure it is meeting standards. 

While fees typically do not vary within an accreditor, they can be quite different 
across agencies—by tens of thousands of dollars in some cases. For example, all 
regional accreditors charge a higher price than national accreditors for initial accredi-
tation, ranging from a minimum of $8,500 charged by the NWCCU to a maximum 
of $41,000 charged by the HLC. These base fees do not include travel expenses or 
other fees for additional evaluators. National accreditors have smaller fees that vary 
from a minimum of $6,000 at the ACICS to a maximum of $19,500 at the Council 
on Occupational Education, or COE, not including travel expenses. Regional 
accreditor NEASC and national accreditor COE are exceptions to the flat-fee rule 
and charge an additional fee equal to each college’s annual membership fee, which 
makes their initial accreditation generally costlier than most other agencies. 
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Reaffirmation fees present a similar story. Among regional accreditors, reaffirmation 
fees range from no charge to a maximum of $31,367 at NEASC. Among national 
accreditors, the reaffirmation fees range from $2,000 to $6,700, not including added 
travel expenses. Importantly, many colleges can gain as many as 10 years of access to 
federal student aid dollars through the process of reaffirmation.28 

TABLE 6

Accreditation fees by agency

Initial  
accreditation

Reaffirmation 
process

Substantive change Additional expenses

Range
Change of control,  

ownership

HLC $40,750 No charge $900-$16,500
$16,500 + legal and  
consultancy + 15% 

Travel, lodging, meals,  
and honoraria 

SACS $14,250 $4,300 $500-$7,500
$500 per member institution,  

$7,500 per nonmember, $2,000  
per substantive change committee

Travel, lodging, meals,  
and other expenses 

MSCHE $22,500 $11,000 $1,500-$15,000 $15,000 
Lodging and travel-related costs,  

$150 per team chair,  
$50 per additional team member

NEASC
$10,000 + annual dues 

=$16,336-$41,367

Fee equivalent  
to annual dues  

($6,336-$31,367) 
$2,000 Travel, lodging, and meals

WASC $27,500 $15,000 $2000-$20,000 $20,000 Visit team expenses

ACCJC
Public $12,000,  
private $15,000,  
for-profit 20,000  

$3,000 $2,000-20,000 $20,000 Visit team expenses 

NWCCU $2,500 $2,000 per evaluator $250-$5,000 $5,000 $2,000 per evaluator per visit

ACICS $6,000 $2,500 $500-$5000 $5,000 
$1800 per evaluator for first day,  

$600 per evaluator for  
additional days

NACCAS $9,804 $6,150 $750-$1,940 $1,940 

ACCSC $5,150 $2,280 $250-$6,000 $4,000-$6,000
$1500 per evaluator for first day,  

$450 per evaluator for additional days

COE
$12,500 + annual dues  

=$15,250-21,500
$8,000 $500-$3,000 $3,000 

ACCET
$9,050 (Avocational) or 

$11,050 (Vocational)
$7,400 (Vocational) or 
$5,400 (Avocational)

$150-$1,500 $200-$2,500 

Sources: Initial accreditation total includes all manditorary candidacy and initial accreditation fees, workshops, and visit base fees, as applicable. Reaffirmation totals include required visit, review, and self-study base 
fees. Totals assume charges from standard accreditation pathway. All initial accreditation, reaffirmation, and substantive change charges may require additional expenses for one or more visits, shown in final column. 
Additional charges typically cover travel, lodging and food for evaluators. Total charges do not include additional fees for branch and satellite campuses, international campuses, or additional follow up reports that are 
applied on a case-by-case basis so some colleges may pay more than listed here. All fees confirmed with accreditor, with exception of NWCCU and ACICS, which did not respond to email requests. See endnote 17 of 
Antoinette Flores, “Getting What We Pay For on Quality Assurance” (Washington: Center for American Progress, 2017). 



18 Center for American Progress | Getting What We Pay for on Quality Assurance

Upfront fees do not vary based on performance

Notably, no agency varies upfront fees for annual membership, initial accredita-
tion and reaffirmation, or substantive change based on an institution’s perfor-
mance. Some smaller colleges may pay very little for membership despite needing 
more resources to help the college improve. In contrast, some large and wealthy 
colleges that do not need improvement may pay significantly more. 

Riskier schools can pay more overall but only if the accreditor takes action. And 
even when accreditors do take action, charges tend to be small. For example, some 
colleges that are not performing to an agency’s standard may be required to go 
through reaffirmation more frequently, which means they pay more overall but 
not in a given year. The other way agencies vary how much a college pays based on 
performance is through visit fees. Agencies may require a visit if a college is placed 
on sanction, if it requests to make a substantive change, or if the agency has reason 
to be concerned about performance. 

For example, when a college is sanctioned, the HLC requires a follow-up visit 
and charges the school $6,400 plus travel expenses. While this can lead to some 
variation in what colleges pay, the fees are relatively small, mostly go toward travel 
and expense fees for visitors, and are not a significant revenue source for agencies. 
In most cases, accreditors act merely as a pass-through for added travel expenses, 
which go toward reimbursing evaluator travel. These added charges do not func-
tion as revenue for the agency itself. 
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Recommendations

As gatekeepers, accrediting agencies play a critical role in safeguarding students 
and taxpayer funds. However, CAP’s review suggests that funding for the quality 
assurance system is insufficient when compared to the massive amount of federal 
dollars at stake. At present, there are no standards for how much a college should 
contribute in terms of dues and fees to an agency. And most charges and fees 
have little connection to a college’s need for improvement. Fixing these problems 
requires a re-evaluation of the accreditation system’s fee and funding structures 
and should include the following: 

Set minimum fees for colleges

A wide range of fees across accrediting agencies and for various colleges means that 
accreditors have varying resources to put toward quality assurance. To help stabi-
lize resources available to measure and improve quality, accreditors should work 
together to determine reasonable minimum fees for various services, either in dollar 
terms or as a share of Title IV money received. For example, the smallest colleges 
are charged as little as $1,000 in annual membership fees at one agency and as much 
as $8,000 at another. Similarly, colleges pay a minimum of $2,500 to gain initial 
accreditation at one agency, while others pay a minimum of nearly $41,700 to gain 
entry at another. Fixing these large imbalances would help standardize how much 
each agency can designate toward quality review and improvement. 

Increase fees for poor institutional performers

In order to increase revenue available to work with colleges most in need of over-
sight, accrediting agencies should charge low-performing institutions higher fees 
based on their risk and need for improvement. While there may already be some 
variation in what a college pays based on performance, such as when an accreditor 
requires a follow-up visit, these charges only occur when an accreditor takes action 
and tend to be small fees that cover travel and lodging of evaluators. 
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In April 2016, the U.S. Department of Education sent a letter to accrediting 
agencies asking accreditors to vary their processes, investment of resources, and 
requirements based on a college’s performance.29 Flexibility in reviews and moni-
toring would both reduce the burden for high performers and allow accreditors to 
spend greater resources on colleges with poor student outcomes. 

Accrediting agencies could accomplish this by varying charges and spending 
based on a college’s performance. Higher-performing colleges with strong student 
outcomes would pay fees that are the same or lower, while colleges with poor 
outcomes would pay more. 

Changing the funding structure could accomplish two goals. First, higher revenue 
would allow accreditors to hire more staff and focus more time and energy on 
schools in need of improvement. Second, higher fees and more oversight for low 
performers would create incentives to improve performance. Accreditors should 
work to ensure these fees are adequate but not overly burdensome.

Increase consideration of staffing and  
financial resources during accreditor review

When an accreditor is up for the renewal of its federal recognition, the U.S. 
Department of Education and NACIQI must determine whether the accrediting 
agency has adequate staff and financial resources to carry out its responsibilities.30 
Both the Department of Education and NACIQI should establish stronger guid-
ance and definitions for what is considered adequate for an agency to properly 
carry out its duties. Currently, these reviews look at previous staff levels and rev-
enue to determine what is acceptable. But these reviews do not factor in growth in 
the number of students or amount of financial aid dollars the accreditor oversees, 
which may require added resources. To determine what level of financial resources 
and staffing is adequate, the Department of Education and NACIQI should exam-
ine additional factors such as the number of colleges the agency oversees, their 
relative performance or risk to taxpayers, growth in the student body, the amount 
of federal money it authorizes, and the number of lawsuits it has had to defend. 
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Enhance legal protections for accreditors

Accreditors are vulnerable to lawsuits when they exercise their authority to 
remove a college’s accreditation. But as nonprofit entities, they lack the legal 
protection provided to the U.S. Department of Education for enforcement. For 
example, when the Department of Education is sued, attorneys from the U.S. 
Department of Justice fight the case. Fighting lawsuits takes added financial and 
staff resources that can bleed an accrediting agency dry. Even the threat of legal 
action might serve as a disincentive to withdraw accreditation.

In order to strengthen accreditor authority to take action when needed without 
fears of losing all their resources in court, agencies need greater legal protection. 
As gatekeepers to federal dollars, accrediting agencies serve as an enforcement 
arm of the federal government and need added support when they are sued. These 
legal protections must be structured in a way that maintains necessary due process 
rights for institutions. With these protections, accreditors should face greater fed-
eral scrutiny if they fail to take action against low-performing institutions. 
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Conclusion

Accreditors must make sure that federal financial aid dollars are well-spent. But 
the system is hobbled by a shortage of resources and a lack of flexibility to direct 
those resources where they are needed most. When private entities are asked to 
guard federal funds but lack the money to do it well, it should be no surprise that 
they fail to keep students safe. The federal government invests $120 billion in 
federal student aid, but accrediting agencies spend only $75 million safeguard-
ing those funds. Congress, accrediting agencies, and the U.S. Department of 
Education must all do more to ensure these essential gatekeepers can adequately 
do their jobs and protect taxpayers. 
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