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Purpose of this Workshop

• Increase awareness of SACSCOC and UNC 
General Administration’s policies

• Define and identify substantive changes 

• Share lessons learned

• Discuss the challenges

• Clarify areas of confusion

• Identify ways to improve our processes

Bottom Line:

Work together to ensure compliance. 



Definitions from
SACSCOC and UNC General 

Administration

– Educational Program
• SACSCOC: A coherent course of study leading to the 

awarding of a credential.

• GA: Degree programs (majors)

– Certificates
• SACSCOC and GA both consider these formal 

academic awards.

– Off-campus Site
• SACSCOC: Any site that is not the main campus, 

where students can earn 50% or more credits toward 
an educational program.

• GA: A site away from the institution’s campus.



Definition of Substantive Change

“A significant modification or 
expansion of the nature and scope 

of an accredited institution.”

US DOE Defines (in most cases) – SACSCOC Enforces

Substantive Change for Accredited Institutions - Policy Statement -

http://www.sacscoc.org/pdf/081705/Substantive%20change%20policy.pdf

http://www.sacscoc.org/pdf/081705/Substantive change policy.pdf


Examples of UNCG’s Recent
Substantive Changes

• Collaborative Arrangement with WCU

• Establishing off-campus sites

• Contractual agreements involving courses 

and programs

• Dual degree with another institution

• Altering significantly the length of a 

program (change of more than 25%)

• Program discontinuations



And for UNC 
General Administration…

• Most of these same actions require either 

notification to or approval by GA as well:

– Establishing off-campus sites

– Discontinuing programs

– Signing collaborative and contractual 

agreements for programs

– Adding face-to-face, off-campus, and online 

programs



CS 3.12.1– Substantive Change

From The Principles of Accreditation:  
Foundations for Quality Enhancement

“The institution notifies the Commission of 
changes in accordance with the 
Commission’s substantive change policy 
and, when required, seeks approval prior 
to the initiation of changes.”

http://www.sacscoc.org/pdf/2012PrinciplesOfAcreditation.pdf

http://www.sacscoc.org/pdf/2012PrinciplesOfAcreditation.pdf


UNCG’s Substantive Change 
Compliance Policy

SACSCOC Requirement

“Member institutions are required to have a 
policy and procedure to ensure that all 
substantive changes are reported to the 
Commission in a timely fashion.”

UNCG Substantive Change Compliance Policy
http://policy.uncg.edu/substantive_change_compliance/

http://policy.uncg.edu/university-policies/substantive_change_compliance/


Consequences of Substantive 
Change Non-compliance

“If an institution fails to follow SACSCOC 
substantive change policy and procedures, it may 
lose its Title IV funding or be required by the U.S. 
Department of Education to reimburse it for 
money received by the institution for programs 
related to the unreported substantive change. In 
addition, the institution’s case may be referred to 
SACSCOC Board of Trustees for the imposition of 
a sanction or for removal from membership.”

Substantive Change for Accredited Institutions - Policy Statement -
http://www.sacscoc.org/pdf/081705/Substantive%20change%20policy.pdf



UNCG Examples of 
Non-Compliance

• 2014 UNCG waiting on possible fee 

related to a 2007 unreported substantive 

change

• 2011 UNCG reimbursed US DOE $58,000 

for unreported substantive change

• 2008 Monitoring Report for unreported 

substantive change 



The Four Steps to Substantive 
Change Compliance

1. Understand when a change is 

substantive

2. Follow UNCG and UNC GA procedures

3. Allow adequate time

4. If a substantive change requires approval

prior to implementation always wait for 

the approval letter from SACSCOC 

before implementing.



Step 1:  Identifying
Substantive Changes

• Suspect it is a substantive change if it:

– Is something new or different (significant departure)
• Are there programs closely related?

Example:  A new interdisciplinary program involving existing 
courses and faculty (Not a substantive change)

Example:  Adding a school of dentistry (Is a substantive change)

• Will the program require new or additional:
– Courses,

– Faculty, 

– Equipment,

– Facilities,

– Financial resources,

– Library or learning resources?



Step 1:  Identifying
Substantive Changes

• Suspect it is a substantive change if it:

– Involves another institution

– Is a discontinuation of program or site

– Involves an off-campus location

– Is a change in length of program (+/- 25%)

– Involves a signed contract or agreement 



Step 2:  Following UNCG and
UNC GA Procedures

• Most procedures are found in the 
Curriculum Guide http://curriculumguide.uncg.edu/ 

• Policies, interpretations of policies, and 
procedures have been changing at UNC 
GA and SACSCOC

• The Curriculum Guide is reviewed 
annually, but it is a live document and will 
be updated when relevant changes need 
to be made

http://curriculumguide.uncg.edu/


Step 3:  Timing

Be aware of the timing for your initiative.

1. UNCG internal process 

2. Other institutions for collaborative agreements

3. UNC General Administration / Board of 

Governors 

4. SACSCOC 

5. US DOE Participation Agreement for financial 

aid (off-campus and certificate programs)

More on timing to follow.



Step 4:  SACSCOC Approval

Some substantive changes require that the 

approval letter be received prior to 

implementation of the substantive change.

SACSCOC makes a distinction between 

approving and accepting.

Accept ≠ Approval



Defining 
Distance Education Programs 

• UNCG must track distance education 

programs for SACSCOC and UNC GA

– Distance education includes both online and 

off-campus programs

– 50% is the threshold for identifying programs 

– “Students can obtain  50% or more credits 

toward program” either off-campus or online

– UNC GA must approve each program; 

SACSCOC must approve each site



Lessons Learned

Things that appear small can still be a 
substantive change.

Example: Change in program hours from 
48 to 60 requires a prospectus and 
approval before implementation.

More than 25% (+ or -) change 

is considered a substantive change.



Lessons Learned

When SACSCOC says 50% of a program, they 
includes certificates.

Example: Less than 50% of a master’s 
program was offered at an off-campus site. 

If the courses also contributed to a certificate 
program and the site was not approved, this could 
be an unreported substantive change.

50% of a 18 hour certificate = 9 hours

Notification before second course offered

Approval before third course offered



Lessons Learned

When SACSCOC comes out with a new or 
revised policy, a thorough review of existing 
programs is necessary.

Example: Programs are not “grandfathered” in as 
approved. The new Agreements involving Joint and 
Dual Academic Awards Policy necessitated revising 
established and in-process agreements.

When OAA communicates about SACSCOC or 
UNC GA policy changes, ask questions if 

you’re concerned about a program.



Lessons Learned
Contracts and agreements need to be reviewed 

thoroughly by the appropriate people before 

they are signed.

Example: Two agreements in the past month had 

to be re-signed by two chancellors and two 

provosts.

If modifications are made subsequent to a 
review it needs to be communicated.



Lessons Learned

The saying that “It’s easier to ask forgiveness 
than it is to get permission” does not apply to 
substantive changes.

Based on experience, the initial work is much 
easier than having to respond to unreported 
substantive changes.



Recent Changes

• Different form for Mode of Delivery for 

courses

– From Form A to Form D + syllabus (Routine)

• Proposals for online or off-campus 

programs will include list of courses

• Use Appendix D for all program 

discontinuations, including mode of 

delivery



Heads Up on 
What is Being Discussed

• Accelerated Degree Programs

– SACSCOC’s concern is the integrity of 

academic programs.

– E.g. If a dual master’s program has an 

overlap of 15 credits, are these really two 

distinct programs?

– E.g. If you limit the credit hours you accept for 

transfer to an MA, does your accelerated 

program exceed that limit?



Heads Up on 
What is Being Discussed

• GA’s process for approving distant 

education (online and off-campus)

• GA’s permission for 5 priority programs 

instead of 3

• UNCG prioritization process for new 

programs

• UNCG transitioning to Smart Catalog 

electronic forms for course proposals



Ongoing Challenges
1. Keeping informed of new initiatives

Academic Program Planning Questionnaire

• APPQ is Easy – just 8 simple questions

• Found at:  www.curriculumguide.uncg.edu

• To be used for the following initiatives:
– New degree and certificate programs

– Joint and dual arrangements (degrees and certificates)

– Off-campus activity

– Programs planning to offer 50% or more online

– Any collaborations or contractual arrangements involving 
academic credits

http://curriculumguide.uncg.edu/


Ongoing Challenges

2. Increasing emphasis on collaborative 
arrangements

UNC General Administration encourages collaborative 
initiatives, but

• Joint degrees need UNC BOG approval

• Joint and dual arrangements need to comply with 
SACSCOC’s policy

• Signed agreements involving credits or programs need 
to be reviewed by University Counsel & OAA prior to 
being signed, per UNCG policy
http://policy.uncg.edu/university-policies/contract_approval/



Ongoing Challenges

3. Keeping track of all off-campus activity  

from courses to programs

• When (start and finish), what courses, and 

where offered

• When programs approach 25% or 50% of 

program at a new location

• Off-campus activity is monitored by General 

Administration, SACSCOC, US Department 

of Education, and Homeland Security. 



Off-campus Sites

• Off-campus sites are approved by SACSCOC 
for a maximum of five years.

• No reporting is required for the addition of 
approved programs to an approved site for 
SACSCOC, but each program has to be 
approved by UNC General Administration.

– Brand new programs always have to be 
evaluated to determine if they are a significant 
departure from what UNCG is approved to offer 
no matter what mode of delivery (on-campus, 
online, or off-campus).



Off-campus Sites

• Notification is required before reaching 25% 
of a program’s credits offered at an 
unapproved site

• Approval of a prospectus is required before
reaching 50% of a program’s credits offered 
at an unapproved site
– Cost to review prospectus is $500.

• If students are required to go to a specific 
location to receive online/video instruction, 
the site is considered an “off-campus” 
location



Ongoing Challenges

4. Knowing when programs are close to 
offering 50% of total credits online (GA 
requirement)

• UNCG recently revised its process for 
reviewing mode of delivery changes for 
courses from Form A to Form D (Routine 
Course Change) plus syllabus

• We are currently in discussions with GA 
about defining undergraduate courses for 
the purpose of this calculation



Ongoing Challenges

5. Timing for approvals

• Factor in delays for possible revisions, requests 
for more information, or tabling

• Be cognizant of UNC GA’s timeline (Curriculum 
Guide) and curriculum committee’s summer break 

• New programs start in the fall, not spring or 
summer

• All external approvals/authorizations need to be 
received before the Bulletins’ publication dates:

Undergraduate – June 1 

Graduate – July 1



Ongoing Challenges: GA

• UNC GA’s procedures for new degree programs have 

defined timelines

• UNC GA is working on moving online and off-campus 

program authorization to a defined timeline similar to 

new degree programs

• Expect UNC GA to do a thorough review, and expect 

detailed questions and revisions

– Budget template required for new degree programs

• For new degree and distance education programs, UNC 

GA’s authorization letter needs to be received before a 

program can be advertised.



Ongoing Challenges: SACSCOC

• UNCG and UNC GA approvals first, then 

SACSCOC

• Provide SACSCOC what they want to avoid 

delays  

• SACSCOC submission requirements vary:

– Immediately, following decision to close

– Prior to implementation

– Approval required prior to implementation

– 6 months

– Due dates: April 15 or September 15



Timing of Advertising

• Advertising Guidelines:  

– UNC GA requires receiving approval before 
advertising.

– SACSCOC allows the use of the phrase “pending 
SACSCOC approval” wording during SACSCOC 
review, however, for items that require approval 
prior to implementation, the program cannot start 
until the approval letter is received.

• Federal Requirement 4.6

“Recruitment materials and presentations accurately 

represent the institution’s practices and policies.”



Unreported 
Substantive Change

What to do?

1) Contact SACSCOC Accreditation Liaison 

(Jodi Pettazzoni) immediately

2) Jodi notifies President of SACSCOC

(Date of original implementation)

3) If the change required prior notification, it will be 
addressed by the President of SACSCOC

4) If the change required prior approval, it will be 
forwarded to the Commission for action at its 
next meeting



Contact Information

Jodi Pettazzoni, PhD

Director of Assessment and Accreditation

SACSCOC Accreditation Liaison

jepettaz@uncg.edu

334-5535

Barbara Tookey, MS, MBA

Academic Program Specialist

bstookey@uncg.edu

334-5975
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