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The mid-cycle Assurance Review is designed to verify that an institution
on the Open Pathway continues to meet HLC's Criteria for Accreditation.
During Year 4 of its accreditation cycle, the institution submits an
Assurance Filing, including an Assurance Argument and Evidence File,
that is evaluated by a team of HLC peer reviewers. In most cases, the

review is completed virtually, without an on-site visit by the team.

This procedure document is intended to guide institutions on how best
to prepare their narrative and evidence for the Assurance Review. It
also provides guidance for peer review teams on how to evaluate the

institution's materials.
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When a Mid-cycle Assurance Review
Is Assigned

The mid-cycle Assurance Review is conducted for some institutions on the Open Pathway. Whether
an institution will be assigned a mid-cycle Assurance Review is typically decided following the
institution’s reaffirmation of accreditation in Year 10.

At that time, HLC determines whether an institution is eligible to choose its Pathway for
Reaffirmation of Accreditation (either the Standard Pathway or the Open Pathway) for its next
accreditation cycle. If the institution is eligible to choose its Pathway, HLC also determines whether
the institution is further eligible to opt to complete a Student Success Quality Initiative in lieu of
the mid-cycle Assurance Review if the institution selects the Open Pathway.

Institutions that select the Open Pathway and are not eligible to, or do not choose to, complete a
Student Success Quality Initiative are required to undergo a mid-cycle Assurance Review in Year 4
of their accreditation cycle.

Note: An institution that opts to complete a Student Success Quality Initiative may lose its
eligibility for that option if it is assigned a new interim report during Years 1-2 of its accreditation
cycle. In that scenario, HLC will require the institution to undergo an Assurance Review in Year 4.

Review Components and Fees

For the mid-cycle Assurance Review, an institution prepares an Assurance Filing, which is
comprised of an Assurance Argument and Evidence File.

The institution uploads documentation to the Evidence File that demonstrates its compliance with
HLC's Criteria for Accreditation. In the Assurance Argument, the institution provides a narrative
describing how it meets each Criterion and Core Component, and links to supporting documents
in the Evidence File for each claim or argument it makes.

A team of HLC peer reviewers evaluates the institution’s Assurance Filing. In most cases, the review
is completed virtually. However, the team may request an on-site visit if issues are identified that
cannot be resolved at a distance or if a sanction is being considered.

Note: The mid-cycle Assurance Review does not include additional review components that are
part of comprehensive evaluations, such as a Student Opinion Survey, Federal Compliance Filing, or
multi-campus visit.

As with all Standard and Open Pathway comprehensive evaluations, HLC does not charge
institutions a base fee for the mid-cycle Assurance Review. However, institutions are billed for peer
review team members’ honoraria. If an on-site visit is required, the institution is also responsible for
team expenses, including travel, lodging and meals.

Procedure for Institutions

Access to the Assurance Filing

HLC contacts the institution to schedule the start date of an institution’s mid-cycle Assurance
Review, typically two years prior to the academic year in which the evaluation will occur. When
the Assurance Review is scheduled, the institution’s Primary Filing Coordinator will receive access
to the Assurance Filing section of Canopy. At that time, the institution may begin developing

its Assurance Argument and Evidence File in the system. The institution is welcome to begin
preparing for the review (writing narrative, collecting evidence, etc.) outside of Canopy but will
not gain access to the Assurance Filing section of Canopy until the date of the evaluation is
determined.
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Creating an Assurance Filing in Canopy
In 2025, HLC began integrating Assurance Filings and Reviews into its Canopy system and sunset
the stand-alone Assurance System. See HLC's website for details about the transition to Canopy.

Important: In the stand-alone Assurance System, institutions were given the option of copying
their previous Assurance Argument and/or Evidence File when starting a new Assurance Filing.
Institutions will not have this option when starting their first Assurance Filing in Canopy. Users will
start with a blank Assurance Filing. If they wish to use any narrative or evidence from a previous
filing submitted in the Assurance System, they must have first exported that information from the
Assurance System before the system is sunset (by October 31, 2025), and must manually add that
content to the new Evidence File or Assurance Argument in Canopy.

After completing their first Assurance Filing in Canopy, institutions will have the option of copying
the Assurance Argument and/or Evidence File into their next Assurance Filing in Canopy.

See the Canopy User Guide for instructions on creating the Assurance Filing.

How to Approach the Mid-cycle Assurance Filing

In the mid-cycle Assurance Review, the institution provides evidence that it continues to meet
the Criteria for Accreditation. Given the cyclical nature of accreditation reviews, HLC's expectation
is that institutions on the Open Pathway are still in compliance with the Criteria four years after
completing their Year 10 comprehensive evaluation.

Therefore, HLC encourages an institution to prepare for the Assurance Review by using its
Assurance Argument and Evidence File from its Year 10 comprehensive evaluation as a baseline for
its Year 4 Assurance Filing.

The institution should update its previous Assurance Argument and Evidence File to address:

1. Revisions to the Criteria for Accreditation. The institution should first identify
any changes that HLC has made to its Criteria since the institution’s Year 10 review
and adjust its narrative and evidence accordingly. (HLC may make clarifying
modifications to the Criteria as needed, and it is required by policy to initiate a
review of the Criteria, which may lead to further revisions, every five years.)

2. Embedded monitoring. The institution should plan to address any embedded
monitoring that may have been assigned through a previous evaluation in the
relevant Core Component section(s).

3. Changes to the institution’s operations or activities. The institution should
review the narrative in each Core Component section to determine whether the
information it provided in Year 10 is still in effect and effectively demonstrates
compliance. The institution should also plan to incorporate information about
new activities and accomplishments that demonstrate its continued quality
improvement. For example, the institution should have ongoing activities to report
related to areas such as assessment, program review, student success outcomes,
and financial management. See Topics of Possible Assurance Argument Updates
on page # for additional examples.

4. Recommendations from HLC peer reviewers. Finally, as applicable, the institution
should consider addressing any recommendations that the Year 10 peer review
team provided in its final report.

Depending on these variables, the institution may take different approaches to writing the Core
Component sections of the Year 4 Assurance Argument:

¢ Restate and affirm the narrative from the Year 10 Assurance Filing. For Core
Components where no significant changes have occurred since the Year 10 review and
the peer review team did not provide recommendations, the institution may affirm that
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it is still in compliance and re-state the bulk of the narrative and evidence from Year 10.
Rather than simply duplicate the Year 10 narrative and evidence, there is an expectation
that the argument will be revised to reflect the current state, and evidence will be
revised to reflect current trends, data or document versions. Overall, these changes are
less substantive than when significant changes have occurred at the institution since
the Year 10 review.

e Condense the Year 10 narrative and add an update. For Core Components where
the institution has new activities to report, needs to report on embedded monitoring,
or plans to respond to recommendations from the Year 10 peer review report, it may
choose to condense the materials presented in Year 10 and provide an update. All
updates should be supported with new evidence.

e Rewrite the narrative entirely. New activities or changes at the institution may warrant
rewriting a Core Component section or the entire Assurance Argument. For example,
institutions may have experienced substantial changes such as an influx of new
leadership or changes to the student body and determine that it is better to start fresh
rather than work from the Year 10 Assurance Filing.

In preparing its Assurance Argument, the institution should be mindful of length. The total
Assurance Argument should be no longer than 35,000 words.

Providing Evidence for the Criteria

An institution should provide evidence in its Assurance Filing that is relevant and persuasive within
the context of the institution’s mission, student population, and institutional type; and that is
sufficient to demonstrate its compliance with the Criteria. See Providing Evidence for the Criteria
for Accreditation for additional guidance and examples.

Personally Identifiable Information

As always, an institution should carefully consider whether documents containing personally
identifiable information (PIl) must be included in its Assurance Filing. If such documents are
included, they must be redacted to eliminate PIl. See HLC's PlI Guidelines for more information.

Topics of Possible Assurance Argument Updates

e New evidence of the institution’s commmitment to student outcomes assessment or
to changes made as a result of recently conducted program reviews, particularly if
the institution reviews certain departments or programs on a rotating basis or has
introduced new majors, concentrations or degree programs since its comprehensive
evaluation.

e New activities, events or expansion plans that are connected to the institution’s
strategic plan or campus facilities master plan, are in response to new initiatives or
projects funded through extramural sources or Trustees’' support, or that meet the
needs of new student groups or cohorts.

e Assessment of the value of new educational technologies and innovations in student
learning, support activities, residential life, or off-campus activities.

e The appointment of new faculty members and staff in relation to the institution’s
strategic plan and academic priorities, departmental organization, research activities,
funding opportunities or programmatic directions.

e New activities related to civic engagement, community-based learning,
apprenticeships, internships or service learning opportunities.

e An evaluation of the academic foundations laid by grants or outside funding or made
possible by new enrollment management successes or priorities that enable new
growth opportunities across departments, schools or campus.
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What to Expect During the Review

The institution will be given a lock date for its Assurance Filing. After that date, the institution will
no longer be able to edit its Assurance Argument and Evidence File, and the peer review team will
start its review.

The institution’s Accreditation Liaison Officer (ALO) should be available to the team chair by phone
or email during the review period and notify senior administrators and others of the possible need
to fulfill requests from the team during its review.

Because mid-cycle Assurance Reviews do not typically involve an on-site visit, the team may
request conference calls with senior administrators at the institution. The team may also request
that the institution provide additional documentation in the Addendum section of the Assurance
Filing. The team will complete a draft of the team report within four to six weeks after the
institution’'s lock date (or an on-site visit, if requested by the team). At that time, the institution
will be invited to review the draft for errors of fact and may request corrections prior to the report
being finalized.

When HLC Requires an On-Site Visit

In rare instances, the team may determine that an on-site visit is necessary as part of an Assurance
Review, as permitted under HLC policy, to further explore the evidence provided. The team may
request an on-site visit for one of the following reasons:

1. Theteam is unable to conclude whether one or more Core Components of the Criteria for
Accreditation are met, met with concerns or not met.

2. The team believes that a recommendation for sanction may be warranted.

If a visit will occur, HLC works with the team and the institution to schedule the visit. Once the
visit date is determined, HLC notifies the institution via email. Visits will be conducted as soon as
possible with a minimum of four weeks' notice to the institution.

The on-site visit is conducted by two or more members of the Assurance Review team and serves
to facilitate meaningful interaction with institutional representatives while allowing the team to
further evaluate available evidence of the institution’s compliance with relevant HLC requirements.

Depending on the team’s reason for requesting the visit, the scope of the visit is generally limited
to either the Core Components for which findings have not yet been made, or to the compliance
concerns that would form a reasonable basis for a sanction.

Despite this limited scope, as with any on-site visit, the team may address any other compliance
issues it identifies in the ordinary course of the review.

Institutions should be aware that while the on-site team may take notes during the visit, no
separate report is generated specific to the on-site visit. Rather, these notes will help inform the
Assurance Review team'’s ongoing discussions related to the finalization of the Assurance Review
team report.

Procedure for Peer Reviewers

Team Composition

Assurance Review teams are typically comprised of five HLC peer reviewers, regardless of
institutional size or complexity. Per HLC policy, HLC may assign one team member from the
institution’'s previous Year 10 comprehensive evaluation to serve on the Year 4 team for the purpose
of providing historical context for the review.
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Reviewing the Assurance Filing

The team will receive access to the Assurance Review in Canopy shortly after the institution’s
lock date. The team will evaluate the institution on its continued compliance with the Criteria for
Accreditation. The chief expectation of the peer review team is to confirm that the institution is
maintaining its compliance with the Criteria.

In reviewing the institutional materials, the team should evaluate each section and, in particular,
focus on the updates provided by the institution. Reviewers should ensure the institution has
addressed any areas needing improvement that were identified by the previous review team,
including embedded monitoring.

Within four to six weeks after the institution’s lock date (or an on-site visit, if requested by the
team), the peer review team will complete a draft of its report, and the institution will be given a
chance to review the draft for errors of fact. Once factual errors are corrected, the team submits the
final report to HLC.

Requesting Additional Documentation

The team should rely primarily on the Assurance Argument and documents provided in the
Evidence File to make its judgments regarding the institution’s compliance with the Criteria. The
team should only request additional documentation in rare cases. If reviewers can confirm that a
Core Component is “met” with the narrative and evidence currently available, they should refrain
from requesting additional evidence for that Core Component and shift their focus to areas not yet
determined to be met.

If the team determines that additional documentation is necessary, the team chair should submit
that request in the Addendum section of the Assurance Review.

Requesting and Conducting an On-Site Visit

The team may request an on-site visit if, based on the evidence in the Assurance Filing and any
additional documentation provided in the Addendum, it determines either of the following:

1. Theteam is unable to conclude whether one or more Core Components of the Criteria for
Accreditation are met, met with concerns or not met.

2. The team believes that a recommendation for sanction may be warranted.

As soon as a team chair determines that a circumstance justifying a visit may exist, they should
contact the HLC staff liaison for the institution to discuss the possibility of a visit. The team does not
finalize the team report until after the visit has concluded.

If a visit will occur, the liaison notifies the institution and outlines additional information, such as
the team’s reasons for the visit, additional evidence the team has requested, and any personnel
required to attend. Two or more members of the team will participate in the visit. The visit will be
conducted as soon as possible, with a minimum of four weeks' notice to the institution.

The full team remains responsible for completing the Assurance Review team report. Therefore,
the team chair should ensure that all team members remain engaged throughout the process,
including discussion of the on-site team members’ observations, development of ultimate findings
and recommendations, and finalization of the report.

Decision Making

If the peer review team finds that all Criteria are met and does not recommend monitoring, HLC
staff take action to accept the team report. HLC shares the final report with the institution. In such
cases, no institutional response is solicited from the institution, and the evaluation is not reviewed
by an HLC decision-making body.
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If the peer review team does recommend monitoring, a sanction, a Show-Cause Order or an
adverse action, the recommendation will be reviewed in accordance with HLC's decision-making
processes. The institution will be given an opportunity to submit a response to the team report.
An HLC decision-making body will review the team report, any IAC Hearing report (if applicable),
institutional materials and institutional response(s) and take final action.

The decision-making body will also determine the institution’s eligibility to remain on the Open
Pathway. Per HLC policy, an institution that is assigned monitoring in the form of a focused visit will
be removed from the Open Pathway.

Contact the institution’s HLC staff liaison.
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