
	  
	  
 
March 7, 2017 
 
 
VIA CERTIFIED MAIL 
 
Dr. Eric Turner, President 
Black River Technical College 
P.O. Box 468 
1410 Highway 304 East 
Pocahontas, AR 72455 
 
Dear President Turner:  
 
This letter is formal notification of action taken by the Higher Learning Commission (“HLC” or 
“the Commission”) Board of Trustees (“the Board”) concerning Black River Technical College 
(“the College” or “the institution”). During its meeting on February 23, 2017, the Board placed 
Black River Technical College on Probation because the College is out of compliance with the 
Criteria for Accreditation and the Core Components identified in the Board’s findings as outlined 
below. This action is effective as of the date the action was taken. In taking this action, the Board 
considered materials from the most recent comprehensive evaluation, including but not limited 
to: the Assurance Argument the College submitted, the report from the comprehensive 
evaluation team, the report of the Institutional Actions Council (“IAC”) Hearing Committee, and 
the institutional responses to these reports.  
 
The College is required to submit an Assurance Filing no later than July 1, 2018, or at least eight 
weeks prior to the comprehensive evaluation, providing evidence that the College has 
ameliorated the findings of non-compliance identified in this action that resulted in the 
imposition of Probation and the findings of Met with Concerns and providing evidence that the 
College meets the Criteria for Accreditation, the Core Components, Federal Compliance 
Requirements, and the Assumed Practices. Included in this report should be evidence of the 
following:  

 
•   Development of systematic processes for the use of student assessment and program 

review data in curricular and instructional improvement (Core Component 4.A and 4.B); 
•   An overall framework for assessment of student learning, including the relationship 

between levels of learning outcomes and competencies, as well as their purpose and role 
(Core Component 4.B); 

•   A curriculum mapping of course outcomes to program outcomes (Core Component 4.B); 
•   A general education assessment program (Core Component 4.B); 
•   Assessment plans for multiple programs (Core Component 4.B); 
•   The use of assessment of student learning to improve student learning (Core Component 

4.B); 
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•   A policy and process for ensuring consistency across courses in assessment of student 
learning outcomes (Core Component 4.B); 

•   Application of student learning outcomes assessment and use of resulting data to improve 
student learning (Core Component 4.B); 

•   Benchmarks for student success, persistence, and completion, as well as reporting 
mechanisms to measure progress in these areas (Core Component 4.C); 

•   Development of a dashboard or other appropriate communications (to be shared across 
campus) addressing retention, persistence, recruitment, student satisfaction, and other 
such variables (Core Component 4.C); 

•   A clear understanding of the shared governance policy and its application to the College 
(Core Component 5.B); 

•   Faculty responsibility for the curriculum: its learning outcomes, its assessment and, its 
revisions; and evidence that faculty is involved in important decisions such as budgetary 
allocations, development of new programs, etc. (Core Components 4.A, 4.B, and 5.B); 

•   Ongoing stakeholder engagement in strategic planning (Core Component 5.C); and 
•   Benchmarking of the strategic plan, its goals, and relevant action steps (Core Component 

5.C). 
 
The College will host a comprehensive evaluation no later than September 2018 to determine 
whether the College has ameliorated the findings of non-compliance that led to the imposition of 
Probation, whether the findings of Met with Concerns have been remedied, and whether the 
College meets the Criteria for Accreditation, and to make a recommendation about whether to 
remove Probation or take other action. 
 
The Board will review the documents associated with the evaluation at its February 2019 
meeting to determine whether the College has ameliorated the findings of non-compliance and 
has demonstrated that it is now in compliance with all Criteria for Accreditation and thus 
whether Probation shall be removed, or if the College has not ameliorated the findings of non-
compliance and demonstrated compliance with the Criteria for Accreditation, whether 
accreditation should be withdrawn. 
 
The Board based its action to impose Probation upon the following findings made with regard to 
the College:  
 

The College is out of compliance with Criterion Three, Core Component 3.B, “the 
institution demonstrates that the exercise of intellectual inquiry and the acquisition, 
application, and integration of broad learning and skills are integral to its educational 
programs,” for the following reasons: 

 
•   The College failed to document, as required by Core Component 3.B, that “every 

degree program offered by the institution engages students in collecting, 
analyzing, and communicating information; in mastering modes of inquiry or 
creative work; and in developing skills adaptable to changing environments”; 

•   The College currently lacks a systematic approach to the assessment of student 
learning because the College’s progress is limited to a series of early changes and 
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interventions that have not had time to bring about demonstrably improved 
performance in this area; 

•   While the General Education Philosophy of the College (p. 50 of Catalog) is 
appropriate to the mission of the institution as well as the academic programs it 
provides, it is not clear how the College ensures that students across all programs 
are accessing all general education courses necessary to achieve the aims of this 
philosophy - beyond the statement that the College meets Arkansas requirements 
for distribution of courses;  

•   While the College states in its catalog the need for learning outcomes and the 
need to assess students against those outcomes, the College’s use of these 
outcomes merely as a basis for testing student knowledge or skills reflects a 
limited understanding of the role assessment of student learning plays in 
measuring the learning of individual students and in continuously evaluating and 
improving the quality of the curriculum and instruction utilized at the College; 

•   While the College has established two committees to aid in its assessment of 
general education and learning outcomes (General Education Institutional 
Effectiveness Committee and Program Review Committee), no evidence was 
provided of the work of these committees; and 

•   While the College indicates that departments within the General Education 
Division are striving to implement student learning outcomes assessment, the 
evidence provided does not demonstrate a systematic assessment methodology 
that links curricular assessment to improvement of teaching and learning. 

 
The College is out of compliance with Criterion Four, Core Component 4.B, “the 
institution demonstrates a commitment to educational achievement and improvement 
through ongoing assessment of student learning,” for the following reasons: 

 
•   Assessment of student learning continues to be a concern and there is a lack of 

evidence that the College has clearly stated goals for student learning and 
effective processes for assessment of student learning and achievement of 
learning goals, as required by this Core Component; 

•   The College’s assessment program is not systematic and standardized across the 
institution; while significant progress has been made in developing program-level 
learning outcomes, the College has not completed the work of developing and 
finalizing learning outcomes for all programs; 

•   As documented in Assessment Committee minutes, and discussion held during 
the Institutional Actions Council (IAC) Committee Hearing, the College lacks 
sufficient additional internal expertise, understanding, and support to fully 
implement a robust institutional assessment program; 

•   While the College has stated student learning outcomes at the institution and 
division levels on the website and in the college catalog, the institutional and 
division outcomes, particularly for career and technical education, are insufficient 
both in quantity and breadth; 

•   Evidence in the sample survey responses indicate that most formative assessment 
is in the form of classroom assessment techniques, clinical and lab observations 
and traditional tests/quizzes and is to modify instructional approaches; there was 
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no evidence of a holistic assessment of student outcome data for programmatic 
improvement; and 

•   The College acknowledges it does not have a comprehensive plan to assess 
institutional outcomes and has no plan or program related to assessment of co-
curricular programs.  

 
The College is out of compliance Criterion Four, Core Component 4.C, “the institution 
demonstrates a commitment to educational improvement through ongoing attention to 
retention, persistence, and completion rates in its degree and certificate programs,” for 
the following reasons: 

 
•   The College failed to document that “the institution uses information on student 

retention, persistence, and completion of programs to make improvements as 
warranted by the data,” as required by this Core Component; 

•   The College is in the early stages of building an infrastructure to support the 
collection and analysis of data related to student success and completion, and 
significant development is necessary to create a culture where continuous 
improvement and data-driven decision-making are the norm; 

•   While the College’s first stated priority in its strategic priorities addresses the 
establishment of retention and persistence plans and support systems, the 
retention, persistence and completion goals are not stated in measurable language 
with the exception of the goal of 80% completion in each section;  

•   There is no indication of what, if any, data is collected (i.e. frequency counts by 
course) regarding retention and completion, and how any such data is used to 
improve student learning, and the College needs to identify additional measures of 
persistence and completion at the program and institutional levels to determine 
whether students are succeeding; and 

•   Program reports track the number of declared students by year and number of 
graduates by year but do not report any percentages of students still enrolled or 
leaving the program; IPEDS retention and graduation rates are provided as a link 
in the Assurance Argument but are not addressed nor are they included as a 
baseline for measuring achievement of the success and retention goals suggested 
in the strategic priorities. 

 
The College meets Criterion Three, Core Component 3.A, “the institution’s degree 
programs are appropriate to higher education,” but with concerns because the College’s 
General Education learning outcomes are unclear and inconsistent and indicate that 
assessment of general education is immature; in addition, and the role of advisors and 
advisory boards in helping shape the curriculum is ill-defined. 

 
The College meets Criterion Four, Core Component 4.A, “the institution demonstrates 
responsibility for the quality of its educational programs,” but with concerns because 
progress is still needed regarding the collection and analysis of data pertaining to student 
learning outcomes, student success, and program review, and a more systematic practice 
for sharing and utilizing the data needs to be employed. 
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The College meets Criterion Five, Core Component 5.B, “the institution’s governance 
and administrative structures promote effective leadership and support collaborative 
processes that enable the institution to fulfill its mission,” but with concerns for the 
following reasons: 

 
•   There remains an unclear understanding of shared governance even though some 

restructuring of committees has occurred to be more inclusive of faculty in 
instructional decision-making; 

•   Student input and communication requires greater refinement and consistency of 
practice;  

•   The College has not integrated external review mandates with internal processes, 
particularly in how they use information for program improvement; and 

•   Internal governance structures need a consistent approach to student learning 
outcomes; in addition, institutional definitions, clearly articulated measurement 
strategies and baseline data are needed in the areas of persistence, retention and 
completion, which should yield a broad set of data to support current and future 
strategies to improve student success.  

 
The College meets Criterion Five, Core Component 5.C, “the institution engages in 
systematic and integrated planning,” but with concerns for the following reasons: 

 
•   The current College plan consists of ten priorities, which are broad and could 

encompass almost any project for which the institution might make requests for 
budgetary support; the plan also lacks clearly assigned responsible parties, strong 
performance benchmarks, clear costs in most cases, and timelines for completion; 
many of the priorities are simply listed as ongoing, which indicates that these are 
part of the regular improvement of the institution and not true priorities, making it 
difficult for the College to assess progress on projects or initiatives critical to the 
future of the college and its improvement;  

•   There is a lack of clear linkage between the strategic plan, budget allocations and 
resource use; while it is apparent that the College allocates its resources in light of 
the fundamental elements of its mission, clear indications that the budget is driven 
by the strategic plan are lacking, which may be due in part to the broad nature of 
its plan;  

•   The current strategic plan does not appear to encompass all stakeholders in the 
College; while the College does have a solid relationship with the community and 
is responsive to its needs, and while the College may have future strategies in 
place to involve all internal constituents in planning, no systematic, documented 
process that is comprehensive in nature and involves internal and external 
stakeholders is currently in place; and 

•   While discussion at the IAC Committee Hearing indicated that the College’s new 
Strategic Plan is close to being completed, with the intent to present it to the 
Board of Trustees in February 2017, there still appeared to be a disconnect 
between strategic planning, budget allocation, and resource management; and the 
priority that assessment of student learning and academic quality will have in the 
new plan in unclear. 
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The College meets Criterion Five, Core Component 5.D, “the institution works 
systematically to improve its performance,” but with concerns for the following reasons: 

 
•   The discussion at the IAC Committee Hearing indicated that some progress has 

been made regarding institutional effectiveness; however, effective data 
collection, analysis, dissemination, and utilization to inform future decision 
making are still sporadic college-wide; systematic and strategic use of data to 
improve College performance is inconsistent and not clearly demonstrated; and 

•   Throughout the institution, there are numerous pockets of data being collected and 
utilized to improve performance in specific areas, but how they are used to 
strategically and systematically improve institutional performance is unclear; 
given that strategic planning is currently relatively static and not demonstrably a 
robust cycle of engagement, the institutional effectiveness cycle is prevented from 
being cohesive even though the College has made some positive improvements 
recently in this regard.  

 
Although not a part of the formal action, the Board noted the importance of the College, 
particularly the academic leadership, moving forward in a timely manner to resolve these 
important issues. 
 
The Board action resulted in changes to the affiliation of the College. These changes are 
reflected on the Institutional Status and Requirements Report. Some of the information on that 
document, such as the dates of the last and next comprehensive evaluation visits, will be posted 
to the HLC website. 
 
Information about the sanction is provided to members of the public and to other constituents in 
several ways. Commission Policy INST.G.10.010, Management of Commission Information, 
anticipates that the Commission will release action letters related to the imposition of a sanction 
to members of the public. The Commission will do so by posting this action letter on the 
Commission website along with the Statement of Affiliation Status and Organizational Profile. 
Also, the enclosed Public Disclosure Notice will be posted to the Commission’s website not 
more than 24 hours after you receive this letter.  
 
Commission policy INST.E.10.020, Probation, subsection Disclosure of Probation Actions, 
requires that an institution inform its constituencies, including Board members, administrators, 
faculty, staff, students, prospective students, and any other constituencies about the sanction and 
how to contact the Commission for further information. The policy also requires that an 
institution on Probation disclose this status whenever it refers to its Commission accreditation. 
The Commission will monitor these disclosures to ensure they are accurate and in keeping with 
Commission policy. I ask that you copy your HLC Staff Liaison, Dr. Mary Vanis, on emails or 
other communications with campus constituents regarding the sanction as required and provide 
her with a link to information on your website and samples of related disclosures. 
 
In addition, Commission policy COMM.A.10.010, Commission Public Notices and Statements, 
requires that the Commission prepare a summary of actions to be sent to appropriate state and 
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federal agencies and accrediting associations, and published on its website. The summary will 
include the Commission Board action regarding the College. The Commission will also 
simultaneously inform the U.S. Department of Education of the sanction by copy of this letter.  
 
On behalf of the Board of Trustees, I thank you and your associates for your cooperation. If you 
have questions about any of the information in this letter, please contact Dr. Vanis. 
 
Sincerely,  
 

 
 
Barbara Gellman-Danley 
President  
 
Enclosure: Public Disclosure Notice 
 
cc: Chair of the Board of Trustees, Black River Technical College 
 Sissy Gray, Social Science Instructor, Black River Technical College 
 Ann Clemmer, Senior Associate Director for Governmental Relations/Special Projects, 

Arkansas Department of Higher Education  
Evaluation team chair 
Institutional Actions Council Hearing Committee chair 

 Mary Vanis, Vice President for Accreditation Relations, Higher Learning Commission 
 Karen Peterson Solinski, Executive Vice President for Legal and Governmental Affairs, 

Higher Learning Commission 
 Herman Bounds, Accreditation and State Liaison, Office of Postsecondary Education, 

U.S. Department of Education 


