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Preliminary Analysis

The following presentation contains preliminary analysis

from the Office of the Chief Economist.
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Background



Timeline of Recent Events

NCA voluntarily ACICS Judge : ED places
dissolves; iti ED issues
’ recognition restores : moratorium
ditation . guidance letter
accre terminated; ACICS ED removes on acceptance
functions migrate oo - : ACICS loses on voluntary
lawsuit filed recognition regional . . of new
to HLC boundaries recognition membership !
accreditor
(July 1, 2020) applications
WASC splits MSCHE FL law SB7044 prevents Moratori
into: ACCJC; becomes a NEASC pub“c institutions in the (;r: noel;lnl’.‘m
ACS-WASC; legally changes to state from being accredited accreditor
and WSCUC separate NECHE by the same entity in applications
entity from consecutive cycles removed
MSA (July 1, 2022)
(EO 14279)

Notes: The events in this timeline are not intended to be a comprehensive list of all possible accreditation-related events from 2012-2025.



Geographic Areas of Former-Regional
Accrediting Agencies

- Prior to 2020, seven accrediting
agencies were known as
“‘Regional Accreditors.”

» Middle State Association of Colleges and Schools

= Maw England Association of Schools and Colleges
= Morth Central Association of Colleges and Schools

» Morthwest Association of Schools and Colleges
= Sputhaern Association of Colleges and Schools

- These entities had distinct
geographic markets in which
they operated in (see map).

- Starting July 1, 2020, ED
removed those geographic
restrictions (84 FR 58834).

- For this presentation, we use
the term “Former-Regional

o e
Accreditor” to refer to the
Notes: The seven “Former-Regional Accrediting Agencies” include: (1) Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on . .
Colleges (SACSCOC); (2) Middle States Commission on Higher Education (MSCHE); (3) WASC Senior College and University Commission seven entities that preVlOUSIY
(WSCUC); (4) Accrediting Commission for Community and Junior Colleges (ACCJC); (5) Higher Learning Commission (HLC); (6) New England had geographic restrictions.

Commission of Higher Education (NECHE); (7) Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities (NWCCU). “Former-National Accrediting
Agencies” include all other institutional accrediting agencies. Note that North Central Association of Colleges and Schools (NCACS)
voluntarily dissolved in 2013, and accrediting functions migrated to HLC.

Source: Elearners. “College Accreditation-Regional vs. National Accreditation: a Guide.” www.elearners.com/colleges/regional-
accreditation-vs-national-accreditation/. Date Accessed: March 30, 2026.




Outline of Presentation

- Market Share Analysis — Share of institutions accredited by agencies in specific markets.
- Barriers to Entry — Trends in establishing new accrediting agencies.

- Barriers to Switching — Trends in institutions switching accrediting agencies.

- Student Achievement — Variation in student outcomes within accrediting agencies.

- Potential Conflicts of Interests — Relationships between programmatic accrediting agencies &
Trade/Professional associations.
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The Importance of Competition in
Higher Education Accreditation

- Quality Issues — a lack of competition (barriers to entry; barriers to switching; allocated markets) can
lead to stagnation in quality assurance markets.
o We would expect a healthy accreditation market to have multiple accreditors for institutions to choose between.
o Many institutions may flock to accreditors with very high standards to demonstrate the institution is of the highest quality.

o Other accreditors may offer less onerous standards that still ensure sufficient quality and appeal to institutions more
focused on a cost-effective education.

- Implications for Students, Colleges, and the Public — a lack of competition between accrediting
agencies may result in higher costs for students & colleges, less innovation, restricted major/degree
choices, and reductions in the supply of graduates in specific fields.

- Public Perception & Trust — certain behavior, such as potential conflicts of interest between accrediting
agencies and trade/professional associations, could undermine public trust in the quality assurance role
of accrediting agencies.



Data Used in this Analysis

- Data are from three publicly available sources:

o Database of Accredited Postsecondary Institutions and Programs (DAPIP)
o Program Performance Data 2026 (PPD:26)

o College Scorecard Institution-Level Files
- Institutions are identified using six-digit OPEIDs. (No additional locations.)

- Limited information on programmatic accrediting agencies. (Only when a programmatic
accrediting agency is classified as an institution’s institutional accrediting agency.)

U.S. Department of Education




Market Share Analysis



Share of Institutions & Students Accredited by
Former-Regionals in 2026

A. Institutions B. Title IV Enrollment C. Title IV Volume
100% 100% 95.1 100% 93.0
80% 1 80% 80% 1
59.8
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Former-Regionals  Former-Nationals Former-Regionals  Former-Nationals Former-Regionals  Former-Nationals

Notes: The sample is limited to institutions that are still in operation in 2026. See prior slides for definition of “Former-Regionals.” Title IV enrollment and Title IV volume is from the 2025
award year (from PPD:26), which is the most recent year of available data. Title IV volume includes both Pell Grants and Federal student loans.
Source: OCE calculations using DAPIP, PPD:26, and College Scorecard.




Market Share

All Colleges
100% - :
|
|
|
80% - I
|
: —e— SACSCOC in Former-SACSCOC Region
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T T T I T T T Former SACSCOC Region: TX, LA MS, FL, GE, NC, SC, VA, AL, TN, & KY
2016 2018 2020 2022 2024 2026 Former HLC Region: AZ, NM, CO, ND, SD, WY, NE, KS, OK, AR, MO, IA,
MN, WI, MI, WV, IL, IN, & OH
Notes: The sample is limited to institutions that are still in operation in 2026. See prior slides for the definition Former MSCHE Reg.ion: PA, NY, NJ, DE, & MD, DC, & PR
of former regional accrediting agencies. The vertical dashed line represents when ED eliminated the regional Former NECHE Region: ME, NH, VT, MA, R, & CT
boundaries. Former NWCCU Region: AK, OR, WA, MT, ID, NV, & UT
Source: OCE calculations using DAPIP, PPD:26, and College Scorecard. Former WSCUC/ACCIC Region: CA & HI
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Percent

Market Share

Four-Year Colleges
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Notes: The sample is limited to four-year institutions that are still in operation in 2026. See prior slides for
the definition of former regional accrediting agencies. The vertical dashed line represents when ED
eliminated the regional boundaries. Four-year institutions are institutions that primarily award
baccalaureate degrees.

Key:

Former SACSCOC Region: TX, LA MS, FL, GE, NC, SC, VA, AL, TN, & KY
Former HLC Region: AZ, NM, CO, ND, SD, WY, NE, KS, OK, AR, MO, IA,
MN, WI, MI, WV, IL, IN, & OH

Former MSCHE Region: PA, NY, NJ, DE, & MD, DC, & PR

Former NECHE Region: ME, NH, VT, MA, RI, & CT

Former NWCCU Region: AK, OR, WA, MT, ID, NV, & UT

Former WSCUC Region: CA & HI

Source: OCE calculations using DAPIP, PPD:26, and College Scorecard.
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Market Share of Four-Year Institutions
In 2026

A. Former SACSCOC Region B. Former HLC Region C. Former MSCHE Region
SACSCOC 86.7 HLC 92.3 MSCHE
ABHE [ 4.7 ABHE [ 37 AARTS
TRACS [ 43 NASAD || 1.1 NECHE
ACCSC | 17 TRACS | o AlJS
ABHES | & DEAC| 7 ABHE
All Others I 1.8 All Others | 1.3 All Others
0% 25% 50% 75% 100% 0% 25% 50% 75% 100% 0% 25% 50% 75% 100%
D. Former NECHE Region E. Former NWCCU Region F. Former WSCUC Region
NECHE % NWCCU 87.3 WSCUC 844
ABHE [l 35 TRACS [l 52
NASAD | 24 ABHE 3.7
ACCSC 3.8
TRACS | & NASAD || 15
TRACS | 25 NASM B 15
ABHE | s ABHES | 25 All Others 3.6
0% 25% 50% 75% 100% 0% 25% 50% 75% 100% 0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Notes: The sample is limited to four-year institutions that are still in operation in 2026. See prior slides for the list of states included in the former regions. Four-year institutions includes
institutions that primarily award baccalaureate degrees.

Source: OCE calculations using DAPIP, PPD:26, and College Scorecard.




Barriers to Entry



Number of Institutional Accrediting Agencies
1895-Present

- The number of institutional

1 accrediting agencies expanded
throughout the 20th century.

15

10 « The number of institutional
accrediting agencies peaked in

5 2011 (N=22) and has declined
since.

0-

1900 1925 1950 1975 2000 2025

Notes: Counts exclude state approval agencies and other accrediting agencies that predominantly accredit programs

- There are currently 17
but are classified as institutional accrediting agencies because they can accredit single-purpose institutions. . . . ‘g
Source: OCE calculations using DAPIP, PPD:26, and College Scorecard. InStItUtlonal aCCred |t| ng

agencies.
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Institutional Accrediting Agencies in 2026

. Number of
Institutional Accreditor Name :::: Institutions
in 2026
Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges (SACSCOC) 1895 710
Higher Learning Commission (HLC) 1913 870
Morthwest Commission on Colleges and Universities (NWCCU) 1918 150
Middle States Commission on Higher Education {MSCHE) 1921 430
Mew England Commission of Higher Education (NECHE) 1929 190
Association for Biblical Higher Education (ABHE) 1948 70
WASC Senior College and University Commission (WSCUC) 1949 150
Accrediting Commission for Community and Junior Colleges (ACCIC) 1952 110
Distance Education Accrediting Commission (DEAC) 1961 20
Mational Accrediting Commission of Career Arts and Sciences, Inc. {NACCAS) 1965 540
Accrediting Commission of Career Schools and Colleges (ACCSC) 1967 280
Council on Occupational Education (COE) 1969 330
Association of Advanced Rabbinical and Talmudic Schools (AARTS) 1974 60
Middle States Commission on Secondary Schools (M3CSS5) 1976 30
Transnational Association of Christian Colleges and Schools (TRACS) 1983 30
Accrediting Council for Continuing Education and Training (ACCET) 1985 60
Association of Institutions of Jewish Studies [AlS) 2009 30

Notes: This table excludes institutional accrediting agencies that no longer have recognition, state approval agencies,
and institutional accrediting agencies that no longer accredit any institutions in 2026. It also excludes accrediting
agencies that predominantly accredit programs but are classified as institutional accrediting agencies because they
accredit single-program institutions. “First Year” corresponds to the first year the accrediting agency is observed
accrediting at least one institution. “Number of institutions in 2026” is rounded to the nearest 10.

Source: OCE calculations using DAPIP, PPD:26, and College Scorecard.

U.S. Department of Education

- Only one institutional
accrediting agency has
launched within the prior
40 years.

- At no other point has
there been a 40-year
stretch with only a single
new institutional
accrediting agency.




Institutions & Accrediting Agencies
1950, 1975, 2000, & 2025

Year 1950 1975 2000 2025
Institutional Accreditors 9 17 20 17

Accredited Institutions 970 2,710 4,840 4,630
Postsecondary Students (Millions) 2.3 11.2 15.3 19.6

Notes: Enrollment data comes from the Digest of Education Statistics. Enrollment is defined as Total Fall Enroliment at degree-granting institutions that
participate in Federal Title IV student aid programs. Number of accredited institutions is rounded to the nearest 10. The sample of institutions includes all
institutions from the corresponding year (in the column header), regardless on if the college still exist in 2026.

Source: OCE calculations using DAPIP, PPD:26, and College Scorecard, and Table 303.10. https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_303.10.asp.

U.S. Department of Education




Barriers to Switching

Accrediting Agency Switching: When institutions change their institutional accrediting
agencies across two consecutive years.



Annual Rates of Accrediting Agency Switching
1965-Present

Percent

3%
NEASC
changes
to NECHE - Prior to 2004, virtually no
2% - KVSBR institutions switched their
NCA dissolves; voluntarily accrediting agency.
institutions forced to expires
change accrediting =)
agencies
1% - Since 2004, fewer than 1%
Institutions switching M of institutions switched their
away from ACICS due . o
to action by ED ' accrediting agency each
‘ year (except for 2014).
0%
1965 1975 1985 1995 2005 2015 2025

Notes: The sample is limited to institutions that are still in operation in 2026. “Accrediting Agencies Switching” is when
institutions change their institutional accrediting agencies across two consecutive years (for any reason). For each year, the

rate of accrediting agency switching is calculated by dividing the number of institutions that switched accrediting agencies
by the number of colleges in operation.

Source: OCE calculations using DAPIP, PPD:26, and College Scorecard.

U.S. Department of Education




Annual Rates of Voluntary Accrediting

Agency Switching
3%- 1965-Present

2% - Voluntary Accrediting Agency
Switching = when institutions
change their institutional

accrediting agency across two

1% consecutive years, excluding

cases where the institutions’

accrediting agency dissolved,
split, changed name, or lost
0% . . . . | | recognition.
1965 1975 1985 1995 2005 2015 2025

Notes: The sample is limited to institutions that are still in operation in 2026. “Voluntary Accrediting Agency Switching” is when
institutions change their institutional accrediting agencies across two consecutive years excluding cases where the institutions’
accrediting agency dissolved, split, changed name, or lost recognition. For each year, the rate of voluntary accrediting agency

switching is calculated by dividing the number of institutions that voluntarily switched accrediting agencies by the number of
institutions in operation.

Source: OCE calculations using DAPIP, PPD:26, and College Scorecard.

Percent
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Rates of Accrediting Agency Switching

Overall and by Control & Level

Any Voluntary
Switch Switch

(1) (2) - 8.3% of institutions in operation in 2026 have
Overall 830 4.0 switched their institutional accrediting agency at
least once since 1965.
Control
Public 7.8 2.8
Mon-Profit 6.4 4.7 . . . _ _ .
For-Profit 11.3 5.6 - Only 4.2% of institutions in operation in 2026 have
Level voluntarily switched their institutional accrediting
Primarily Cert. Granting 12.4 5.8 agency at least once since 1965.
Primarily Assoc. Granting 7.2 2.3
Primarily Bach. Granting 4.8 3.3
Exclusively Grad. Granting 8.3 6.1 . _
- Voluntary switch rates are highest among for-
W (Institutions) LI81_4.901 rofits & exclusively graduate-degree grantin
Notes: The s?mplle is limited to i.nstitutionstha.t are still in operation in. p u y g u g g g
2026. See prior slides for definition of “Any Switch” and “Voluntary Switch. institutions

Voluntary switches are counted that occurred during or after 1965.
Source: OCE calculations using DAPIP, PPD:26, and College Scorecard.
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Voluntary Accrediting Agency Switching

By Decade and Control

Total - Among institutions that
_ Non- For- :

Decade Voluntary Public _ _ operate in 2026, they have

_ Profit Profit : : :

Switches voluntarily switched their

1965-1974 0 0 0 0 institutional accrediting
1975-1984 0 0 0 0 agency fewer than 200
1985-1994 1 0 1 0 times since 1965.
1995-2004 3 0 3 0
2005-2014 77 27 24 26
2015-2026 108 19 46 43 ) Mcl)retthan ha,tlf I’?f these
Total 189 46 74 69 voluniary switches

ST — — . occurred in the last
Notes: The sample is limited to institutions that are still in operation in 2026. See prior slides for definition of “Voluntary Switch.”

Voluntary switches are counted that occurred during or after 1965. decade (20 1 5_2026)

Source: OCE calculations using DAPIP, PPD:26, and College Scorecard.

-:“\’\ ‘((’: .
(v U.S. Department of Education




Types of Voluntary Accrediting Agency
Switching

Before 2020 or

Type of Switch Total
2020 After
« Just 5.8% (N=11) of
lunt diti
Total Voluntary Switches (1o sresens 189 134 55 vorimaty aserediing
agency switches were
Former-Regional » Former-Regional 11 5 6 from one former-
Former-National » Former-National 75 52 23 regional accrediting
Former-National = Former-Regional 71 49 22 agency to another
Former-Regional - Former-National 32 28 4 former-regional

accrediting agency.

Notes: The sample is limited to institutions that are still in operation in 2026. See prior slides for definition of “Voluntary Switch” and “Former-Regional.”
Voluntary switches are counted that occurred during or after 1965.
Source: OCE calculations using DAPIP, PPD:26, and College Scorecard.
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Former-Regional to Former-Regional

Voluntary Switches
(Pre-2020)

Prior to the 2020

College Year Switched From Switched To

Leech Lake Tribal College 2008 NCACS HLC regulatory Ch‘;‘?ge’

American InterContinental University 2010 SACSCOC HLC these tylptesfo ormer-
r n rmer-

The Chicago School 2013 HLC WSCUC eg!o avto .o ©

_ _ _ regional switches were
The University of Arizona Global Campus 2014 HLC WSCUC : :
o only possible if the

Northcentral University 2016 HLC WSCUC college changed its

Notes: The sample is limited to institutions that are still in operation in 2026. See prior slides for definition of “Voluntary Switch” and “Former-Regional.” . .
physical location.

Voluntary switches are counted that occurred during or after 1965.
Source: OCE calculations using DAPIP, PPD:26, and College Scorecard.
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Former-Regional to Former-Regional

Voluntary Switches
(2020 or After)

College Year Switched From Switched To . Between 2020 and
Hobart & William Smith Colleges 2024 MSCHE NECHE 2026, SACSCOC,
University of Arizona 2024 HLC WSCUC MSCHE, and HLC
Brigham Young University - Hawaii 2025 WSCUC NWCCU have not had a single
Colgate University 2026 MSCHE NECHE institution voluntarily
Hamilton College 2026 MSCHE NECHE switch to them from
Sarah Lawrence College 2026 MSCHE NECHE another former-

Notes: The sample is limited to institutions that are still in operation in 2026. See prior slides for definition of “Voluntary Switch” and regional accreditor.

“Former-Regional.”
Source: OCE calculations using DAPIP, PPD:26, and College Scorecard.
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Student Achievement



Variation in Graduation Rates
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Notes: Graduation rates are associated with the 2025 Award Year. Graduation rates are defined the completion rate for first-
time, full-time students at four-year institutions (150% of expected time to completion). The sample is limited to institutions that
primarily award baccalaureate degrees. ACCJC not shown because they do not have any institutions that primarily award
baccalaureate degrees.

Source: OCE calculations using DAPIP, PPD:26, and College Scorecard.
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Variation in Stop-Out Rates
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Notes: Stop-Out Rates are associated with the 2023 Award Year. Stop-Out is defined as a student who is enrolled at an institution
who is not enrolled at their current institution or any other institution at any point during the subsequent two year. Stop-Out
Rates are calculated by dividing the number of Title IV stop-outs in 2023 at the institution by the total number of Title IV students
enrolled at the institution in 2023. The sample is limited to institutions that primarily award baccalaureate degrees. ACCJC not
shown because they do not have any institutions that primarily award baccalaureate degrees.

Source: OCE calculations using DAPIP, PPD:26, and College Scorecard.

U.S. Department of Education




Variation in Earnings Outcomes
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Notes: Four-Year Median Earnings is calculated by taking the median earnings of Title IV undergraduate students who graduated
from their institution during the 2017-18 or 2018-19 measured four years after completion. Students who are not working and
students who are enrolled in college when earnings are measured are omitted from the median. The sample is limited to
institutions that primarily award baccalaureate degrees. ACCIC not shown because they do not have any institutions that
primarily award baccalaureate degrees.

Source: OCE calculations using DAPIP, PPD:26, and College Scorecard.

U.S. Department of Education




Variation in Debt Outcomes
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Notes: Median Debt is defined as the median cumulative student debt of Title IV students who graduated from their institution
during FY2020 or FY2021. The sample is limited to institutions that primarily award baccalaureate degrees. ACCIC not shown
because they do not have any institutions that primarily award baccalaureate degrees.

Source: OCE calculations using DAPIP, PPD:26, and College Scorecard.
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Variation in Student Loan Repayment
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Notes: Delinquency Rates are associated with borrowers who entered repayment during AY2016. Borrowers are counted as delinquent
if they were ever delinquent (90+ days late) on a federal student loan payment by the end of 2019. See the PPD:26 Technical Data
Appendix for additional details. The sample is limited to institutions that primarily award baccalaureate degrees. ACCIC not shown
because they do not have any institutions that primarily award baccalaureate degrees.

Source: OCE calculations using DAPIP, PPD:26, and College Scorecard.
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Potential Conflicts of
Interest



Structural Ties Between Programmatic
Accrediting Agencies & Professional/Trade
Associations

- Many federally recognized programmatic accrediting agencies maintain deep structural
ties to the professional and trade associations they are affiliated with. These ties create a
potential conflict of interest that could compromise the accreditor's quality-assurance role.

- Three Mechanisms of “Structural Capture”:
o Structural Subordination: Accrediting agencies legally housed within associations.
o Financial Entanglement: Revenue transfers, shared payroll, and financial dependencies.
o Governance Overlap: Shared board members and officers compromise independent oversight.

(v U.S. Department of Education




Recent Empirical Findings*®

- Dataset: 32 Accrediting agencies—association pairs (2017-2023); Of these 32
accrediting agencies, 26 are recognized by the Department.

- 23 of 26 (88%) show structural subordination and are financially inseparable (e.g.,
they have a shared EIN and legal embedding).

- Structural capture is especially common among Health-related programmatic
accrediting agencies.

- The study finds that only three programmatic accreditors (out of the 26 accrediting agencies
studied in the paper & recognized by the Department) maintain structural independence.

* Cutsinger, Bryan and Siri Terjesen, “Captured Gatekeepers: Structural Conflicts of
Interest in U.S. Higher Education Accreditation,” Working Paper. April 2026.

o U.S. Department of Education




Summary & Implications



Summary

Market Share Dominance: Former-regional accrediting agencies currently accredit the overwhelming majority
of four-year institutions within their former regions.

Barriers to Entry: Few new accrediting agencies have entered in the past 50 years, despite significant
increases in the number of colleges and students. Those that have tried to enter subsequently closed.

Barriers to Switching: Less than 5% of colleges have voluntarily changed their accrediting agency, and
switching between former-regional accreditors is virtually nonexistent.

Student Achievement Concerns: Within accrediting entities, there are large variations in student outcomes
(graduation rates, stop-out rates, earnings, debt, and repayment, etc.). Very-high and very-low performing
colleges are often accredited by the same accrediting agency.

Conflicts of Interest: Programmatic accrediting agencies may have deep structural ties with the
trade/professional associations they are linked to.

) U.S. Department of Education




Thank You
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