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APPENDIX C:  Guidelines for Addressing Distance and 
Correspondence Education, Off-Campus 
Instructional Sites, and Branch Campuses

This guide provides assistance for peer reviewers when preparing to serve as evaluators of distance 

and correspondence education and also off-campus instructional sites and branch campuses, 

especially as part of the reaffirmation process. It should be used in conjunction with the Principles of 

Accreditation, the Resource Manual, and the Handbook for Peer Evaluators as well as the Commission 

policy Reaffirmation of Accreditation and Subsequent Reports.

	 The underlying rationale for these reviews is that the Principles of Accreditation applies to all 

institutional programs and services, wherever located or however delivered. This includes programs 

offered through distance and correspondence education, off-campus sites, and branch campuses. The 

institution must have incorporated an assessment of its compliance with appropriate standards for 

these circumstances. Furthermore, federal mandates require that on-site reaffirmation committees 

explicitly review distance and correspondence educational programs as well as all branch campuses. 

The committee must also visit a representative sample of other off-campus instructional sites where 

50 percent or more of the coursework for a program is offered.

	 Generally, issues of compliance with the Principles of Accreditation as related to off-campus sites 

and distance/correspondence education will appear in a committee’s deliberations and in its report 

of findings within the standard of the Principles where there is an issue. If the issue is specific to 

location or mode of delivery, the narrative and the wording of the finding should make that clear. 

For example, the institution may have provided sufficient and acceptable information concerning 

distance education as it relates to physical resources, academic and student support services, library 

and learning resources, and the like, but totally omitted any reference about student access to full-

time faculty or what role the faculty played at the locations or via the delivery mode. In that case, the 

review committee might find the institution in noncompliance with Standard 6.1 (Full-time faculty) 

and/or Standard 6.2.b (Program faculty), specifically citing that the issue is related to the location 

and/or modality of instruction, with details in the narrative of the report. However, if the nature of 

http://www.sacscoc.org/pdf/081705/ReaffirmationPolicy.pdf
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at the mode of delivery or location of delivery, and covering a broad array of standards from the 

Principles. However, the standards in the rest of the Principles where information was omitted could 

be found in compliance if the submitted materials support compliance for the locations and modes 

of delivery not covered by the finding in Standard 14.3.

Definitions

SACSCOC has developed specific definitions of key terms related to this guideline, as follows:

Branch Campus A branch campus is an instructional site located geographically apart and 
independent of the main campus of the institution. A location is independent 
of the main campus if the location is (1) permanent in nature; (2) offers courses 
in educational programs leading to a degree, diploma, certificate, or other 
recognized educational credential; (3) has its own faculty and administrative or 
supervisory organization; and (4) has its own budgetary and hiring authority.

Correspondence 
Education

http://www.sacscoc.org/pdf/DistanceCorrespondenceEducation.pdf
http://www.sacscoc.org/pdf/DistanceCorrespondenceEducation.pdf
http://www.sacscoc.org/pdf/DistanceCorrespondenceEducation.pdf


188

Applicable Standards of the Principles

The following standards of the Principles of Accreditation make clear reference to either distance/

correspondence education or to off-campus instructional sites. For these standards, the institutional 

narratives obviously must address location or mode of delivery, as applicable:

Standard 10.6 An institution that offers distance or correspondence education:

(a) ensures that the student who registers in a distance or correspondence 
education course or program is the same student who participates in and 
completes the course or program and receives the credit. 

(b)

http://www.sacscoc.org/pdf/081705/ReaffirmationPolicy.pdf
http://www.sacscoc.org/pdf/081705/ReaffirmationPolicy.pdf
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the importance and the sufficiency of coverage of extended sites and of distance and correspondence 

http://www.sacscoc.org/pdf/081705/ReaffirmationPolicy.pdf
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Institutional planning

If the institution has broad goals and outcomes regarding growth and development of off-campus 

sites and distance education, these should be pointed out in the discussion of Core Requirement 

7.1 (Institutional Planning). Similarly, it should be clear whether extended sites and/or distance 

education students are part of the QEP (Standard 7.2) and if not, why not.

Student achievement

An institution is not required to report separate student achievement data by location of instruction 

or by mode of instruction. However, it should be clear from narratives how these sites and modes 

are incorporated into broader institutional statistics and into outcomes assessment measures. 

Institutions with multiple sites or with a broad array of distance learning programs may find 

it helpful to consider location or mode of delivery as a key variable in developing ways to use 

assessment results for program improvement. See Core Requirement 8.1 (Student achievement), 

as well as all of the student outcomes sub-standards in Standard 8.2 (Student outcomes: general 

education). It should be noted that an institution does have an obligation to establish comparability 

of instruction across locations and modes.

Educational policies, procedures, and practices
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Academic and student support services

It is common to see explicit reference to off-campus sites and to distance education in narratives 

relating to academic and student support services. The standard does not require identical services 

regardless of location or mode of delivery, but it should be clear as to the nature of services across 

locations and modes, and that the services match the needs of students by location and mode. See 

Core Requirement 12.1 (Student support services).

Student written complaints

Students at off-campus locations or taking courses via distance or correspondence education 

have rights to file written complaints with the institution. Narratives should make clear how this 

information is accessed for these students. See Standard 12.4 (Student complaints).

Financial documents

A characteristic of a branch campus is a degree of budgetary independence from the main campus. 

Institutions with branch campuses will need to discuss this, including budget approval processes, as 

part of its narrative in Standard 12.2 (Financial documents).

Physical resources

There should be explicit reference to the adequacy and appropriateness of the physical facilities and 

resources at off-campus instructional sites and branch campuses within Standard 13.7 (Physical 

resources). For branch campuses, the coverage under this standard will be very similar to what is 

provided for the main campus; use of a subheading for each branch campus might be considered. 

For smaller off-campus sites, the facilities should be discussed, whether or not under the direct 

control of the institution. Institutions offering distance education programs generally include a brief 

discussion of the learning management system and the IT backbone available to host the service.

Institutional environment

Institutions are responsible for the institutional environment at off-campus instructional sites 

and at branch campuses, whether or not the sites are under the direct control of the institution. 

Contracts, emails, surveys, and other documents might be relevant for inclusion under Standard 13.8 

(Institutional environment).

Distance and Correspondence Education, Off-Campus Instructional Sites,  
and Branch Campuses Review Activities 

The design of the on-site review of distance and correspondence education programs depends on a 

number of factors, some of which include:

•	 Structure of the program. Are there multiple types of programs? Is oversight centralized or 

decentralized? This will affect the time needed for the review as well as the logistics of the review.
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