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SACS Substantive Change Process 
Frequently Asked Questions 

 
 
What is a SACS substantive change? 
 
The Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges (SACS) review 
institutions of higher education every ten years.  In the period between these re-affirmations of 
accreditation, changes may occur which significantly modify the nature and scope of an 
institution and the programs it offers. These changes are called “substantive changes.” Federal 
law requires SACS to monitor and approve these changes.  
 
SACS recognizes that accredited schools and programs often make small curricular changes, 
revise policies and modify planning tools such as various goals, objectives and competencies to 
best reflect the needs of constituents and developments in the field. These changes require 
only that notification be sent to SACS. 
 
Changes of a more significant nature may require SACS to give approval prior to the change 
occurring or the program being offered. The following are some examples of the types of 
changes that may require a substantive change:  
 

• A major change in the established mission or objectives of the institution 
• Offering a new degree or program 
• Adding or discontinuing an area of specialization 
• Offering a degree program that differs substantially in mode of delivery from those 

previously reviewed 
• Offering a degree program at a site distant from the school or program 
• Substantially increasing or decreasing the length of a degree program 
• Revision of basic requirements specified for degrees (i.e., core courses, practical 

experience, culminating experience) 
 
 
Why does TCCD need to submit a substantive change request to SACS? 
 
When an institution is initially accredited, or when its accreditation is reaffirmed, the action 
applies to conditions existing at the time of the Commission’s decision. Although it is the 
institution’s prerogative to change afterwards, the Commission is obligated to determine the 
effect of any substantive change on the quality, integrity and effectiveness of the total 
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institution. Because approval cannot be retroactive, failure to obtain approval of the change 
prior to implementation can result in the loss of federal Title IV eligibility. 
 
 
How do we know if something is a “substantive change”? 
 
The Commission’s policy on substantive change is available online at the SACS website 
(http://sacscoc.org/SubstantiveChange.asp). It outlines the SACS policy on substantive change, 
different types of changes that qualify under the substantive change policy and procedures for 
submitting a substantive change letter of notification or prospectus.  
 
 
When should we submit a request for approval of a substantive change? 
 
Institutions are required to submit a request prior to the inception of the substantive change.  
The dates of submission vary depending upon the nature of the change. Programs submitting 
requests should note the deadlines for receiving to ensure that approval is granted before the 
substantive change occurs. It is advisable to inform SACS well in advance of the change, 
because additional steps are sometimes required. The Commission cannot grant approval 
retroactively. 
 
 
Are there any fees associated with a substantive change? 
 
Yes.  A fee will be charged to the institution. Any SACS decision requires considerable training, 
peer review, reviewing materials, follow-up on requested actions and other staff work. If the 
substantive change requires a follow-up visit, additional fees and travel expenses for the visit 
will be charged to the institution. Substantive changes that are more complex in nature may 
require legal, financial or other review by a consultant. Additional fees may apply. 
 
 
Must TCCD obtain approval from the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board (THECB) 
before we submit the change to SACS? 
 
No.  Although it is best to wait, the request can be made concurrently with a request made to 
the state’s higher education authority. The Committee can approve the change “conditionally,” 
pending state approval. The institution must notify SACS upon receipt of approval. 
 

http://sacscoc.org/SubstantiveChange.asp
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Can TCCD use the THECB report for a  SACS substantive change? 
 
It is possible use some of the same material submitted to state agencies as part of the 
documentation you provide to SACS. However, the state reports are different from those 
needed by the Commission, so please be aware that additional required information for the 
SACS report is needed. Often times the additional information is quite involved. 
 
 
We did not realize that we should have made a request for advance approval and the new 
program/additional location is already operating.  What should we do?  
 
If the substantive change was not approved by SACS in advance, it is not included within the 
scope of our accreditation. Therefore, the accreditation of our institution may be at risk. In 
addition, TCCD may be at risk of having to repay the federal government for any Title IV student 
financial aid funds already paid for classes offered at unapproved sites. TCCD should submit a 
request for review as soon as possible to ensure compliance and to prevent additional 
problems. Therefore, please contact TCCD’s SACS Liaison to get this process started. 
 
 
If we already have off-site locations, should we submit a substantive change request? 
 
Yes, you should submit a substantive change for every new additional location site in order for 
it to be included within your institution’s accreditation. However, after you have more than 
three additional locations, a visit to the location is usually not required unless the Commission 
deems it necessary as stated in its policies. For assistance in determining whether a site is 
considered an off-site location, please contact TCCD’s SACS Liaison. 
 
 
We plan to convert one of our additional locations to a branch campus.  Should we submit a 
substantive change request even if the location already has been approved? 
 
Yes, TCCD must submit a substantive change request. The Commission is required by federal 
regulations to approve and visit every new branch campus. 
 
 
We have an “instructional site” included within our accreditation, but it has expanded its 
degree program offerings so that it is now within the definition of “additional location.”  Are 
we required to submit a substantive change request, or can we just notify the Commission? 
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Yes, TCCD must submit a substantive change request.  SACS policy requires a visit for the first 
three additional locations and the first international additional location. Please contact TCCD’s 
SACS Liaison to determine the current number of TCCD additional locations.  
 
 
We are starting a new program.  Does that constitute a substantive change? 
 
SACS reserves the right to review any program offered by an institution, even though it 
accredits the entire institution rather than its individual programs. The introduction of a new 
program may, or may not, be a substantive change depending upon the size and scope of the 
program. In addition if a new program will have a significant impact on the institution’s 
resources or mission, it might also be deemed a substantive change.  
 
 
We just revised our institutional mission statement.  Does this constitute a substantive 
change? 
 
Maybe. If you simply revised your mission statement to clarify or update the mission without 
changing the nature of the mission substantially, then the change is not substantive. However, 
other changes may be significant. For example, a business school that expands its mission to 
include the health sciences has changed its mission substantively. 
 
 
We are preparing a substantive change request to submit to SACS.  What information should 
we include? 
 
SACS’ substantive change policy is available online as described earlier. It provides detailed 
guidance about the format and type of documentation needed for the report. However, 
evaluators reading the request are not always familiar with the institution. Therefore, 
descriptions, examples and documents that can help the readers to better understand the 
institution’s ability to support the change should be included. For instance, an institution 
submitting a request for its first online program might note previous experience with online 
courses, technical support and online services available to students. In addition, it might 
provide information about the outcomes assessment process and the library’s ability to support 
the needs of online students.  
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Can we submit a substantive change request on our own? 
 
No. All substantive change requests must be facilitated through TCCD’s SACS Liaison. 
 
 
Can we submit a substantive change request electronically? 
 
No. At this time SACS does not accept email substantive change submissions for two reasons: a) 
the authenticity of the communication may not be assured and b) documents submitted as 
hard copy are logged in and tracked so that SACS can assure a timely and authoritative 
response. 
 
 
If you have additional substantive change questions, please contact TCCD’s SACS Liaison.  


	Why does TCCD need to submit a substantive change request to SACS?
	How do we know if something is a “substantive change”?
	When should we submit a request for approval of a substantive change?
	Are there any fees associated with a substantive change?
	Must TCCD obtain approval from the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board (THECB) before we submit the change to SACS?
	Can TCCD use the THECB report for a  SACS substantive change?
	We did not realize that we should have made a request for advance approval and the new program/additional location is already operating.  What should we do?
	If we already have off-site locations, should we submit a substantive change request?
	We plan to convert one of our additional locations to a branch campus.  Should we submit a substantive change request even if the location already has been approved?
	We have an “instructional site” included within our accreditation, but it has expanded its degree program offerings so that it is now within the definition of “additional location.”  Are we required to submit a substantive change request, or can we ju...
	We are starting a new program.  Does that constitute a substantive change?
	We just revised our institutional mission statement.  Does this constitute a substantive change?
	We are preparing a substantive change request to submit to SACS.  What information should we include?
	Can we submit a substantive change request on our own?
	No. All substantive change requests must be facilitated through TCCD’s SACS Liaison.
	Can we submit a substantive change request electronically?

