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April 28, 2021 
 
 
Ms. Mary Lou Retelle 
President 
Anna Maria College 
50 Sunset Lane, Box P 
Paxton, MA 01612-1198 
 
Dear President Retelle: 
 
I write to inform you that at its meeting on March 5, 2021, the New England 
Commission of Higher Education considered the report submitted by Anna Maria 
College, as well as the report of the visiting team, and took the following action: 
 

that the report submitted by Anna Maria College be accepted; 
 
that the College be issued a continued formal Notice of Concern that it is in 
danger of not being found to meet the Commission's standards on 
Institutional Resources and Educational Effectiveness; 

 
that the institution submit an Annual Report on Finance and Enrollment 
(ARFE) by December 1, 2021 for consideration in Spring 2022; 
 
that, in addition to the information included in all ARFE reports, the 
December 2021 report give emphasis to the institution’s success in: 
 
1) achieving its enrollment goals; 

 
2) enhancing its financial stability; 

 
3) developing a multi-year financial plan that is aligned with its strategic 

plan; 
 
that the institution submit a report by January 15, 2022 for consideration in 
Spring 2022 that includes an update on the institution’s progress as it relates 
to:   
 
1) implementing its plans for review of its academic programs;  

 
2) assessing student learning outcomes and using the results to inform 

continuous improvement;  
 

that the interim (fifth-year) report scheduled for consideration in Fall 2023 
be confirmed; 
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that, in addition to the information included in all interim reports, the institution give 
emphasis in the Fall 2023 report to its success in:  
 
1) continuing to achieve its enrollment and financial goals, with emphasis on managing 

the institution’s discount rate; 
 

2) implementing a comprehensive strategic plan that is linked to academic and financial 
planning; 
 

3) aligning its advancement plan with its strategic plan and achieving the goals set forth 
in the advancement plan; 

 
that the comprehensive evaluation scheduled for Fall 2028 be confirmed. 
 

The Commission gives the following reasons for its actions. 
 
The report submitted by Anna Maria College (AMC) was accepted because it was responsive to 
the concerns raised by the Commission in its letter of March 18, 2019.  As validated by the report 
of the visiting team and noted by the Commission with approval, the College has established a 
program review process, and the eight programs currently under review by AMC faculty are 
scheduled to begin the external portion of the review around April 1, 2021.  We further appreciate 
learning that AMC has implemented (starting in 2018) a five-year General Education assessment 
plan in which all sections of the six required General Education courses as well as selected courses 
that count toward electives will be reviewed.  Further, several initiatives, including an initiative to 
increase graduate student enrollment by linking undergraduate and graduate programs that resulted 
in additional revenue of $255,000 between 2018 and 2020, and changing to a new student 
recruitment partner, have had a positive impact on growing enrollment and lowering expenses to 
reduce the College’s operating deficit.  
 
Despite this progress, however, Anna Maria College remains financially fragile, and its assessment 
efforts are still nascent.  While as noted above AMC has made progress in formalizing its program 
review process and assessment efforts are under way, the team confirmed that there are limited 
data available to demonstrate that the academic programs are achieving their respective outcomes, 
and there was no external component to the 13 program reviews completed last year. Further, 
linking data from faculty reviews, course evaluations, and student learning outcomes is not 
reported as part of the assessment plan. Although we are gratified to learn that AMC intends to 
take a more integrated approach to planning and resource allocation, the team noted in its report 
that long-term financial plans have yet to be integrated with the strategic plan or linked with other 
areas of the College, specifically Academic Affairs. In addition, we understand that Anna Maria 
realized an operating deficit of about $1.0 million in FY2020, adjusted its projected FY2021 deficit 
from about $3.5 million to $1.0 million based on stimulus funding the College received related to 
the pandemic, and is anticipating a deficit in FY2022 of $800,000 based on enrollment projections 
of 320 students in Fall 2021.  While year-over-year operating deficits are less than originally 
anticipated, the negative impact of these deficits combined with the College’s already high tuition 
discount rate (currently 63.9% and expected to increase further over the next two years) have 
heightened the Commission’s concern about the institution’s financial health.   
 
Consequently, the Commission issues a continued formal Notice of Concern to Anna Maria 
College that the institution is in danger of not being found to meet the Commission's standards on 
Institutional Resources and Educational Effectiveness. 
 

The institution  has sufficient  human, financial,  information, physical,  and  technological 
resources and capacity to support its mission.  Through periodic evaluation, the institution 
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demonstrates that  its  resources  are  sufficient  to  sustain  the  quality  of  its  educational 
program and to support institutional improvement now and in the foreseeable future.  The 
institution  demonstrates,  through  verifiable  internal  and  external  evidence,  its  financial 
capacity to graduate its entering class.  The institution administers its resources in an ethical 
manner   and   assures   effective   systems   of   enterprise   risk management, regulatory 
compliance,  internal  controls, and  contingency  management  (Institutional  Resources, 
Statement of the Standard). 

 
The institution demonstrates its effectiveness by ensuring satisfactory levels of student 
achievement on mission-appropriate student outcomes.  Based on verifiable information, 
the institution understands what its students have gained as a result of their education and 
has useful evidence about the success of its recent graduates.  This information is used for 
planning and improvement, resource allocation, and to inform the public about the 
institution.  Student achievement is at a level appropriate for the degree awarded 
(Educational Effectiveness, Statement of the Standard). 

 
Commission policy (enclosed) defines a formal Notice of Concern as follows: 
 

When the Commission determines that an institution is in danger of being found not to 
meet one or  more Standards  if current  circumstances or trends continue, it  will take  an 
action continuing the institution in accreditation, with a formal Notice of Concern. 
 
An institution issued a formal Notice of Concern will undergo an evaluation within two 
years to assess the institution’s success in addressing the identified concerns.    If the Notice 
is for Institutional Resources, the visit will include a review of the institution’s academic 
records for students and alumni/ae to assess the policies and procedures in  place with 
respect to the retention, safety and security, and disposal of those records.  
 
If the Commission finds the institution has successfully addressed the concerns, it will 
remove the Notice of Concern and specify further monitoring.  If the Commission has 
reason to believe that the  institution may  or may  not meet  one or  more Standards for 
Accreditation, the Commission will ask the institution to show cause why it should not be 
on probation or why its accreditation should not be withdrawn.  If the Commission finds 
that the concerns have not been sufficiently addressed, the Commission may issue a 
continued formal Notice of Concern.  An institution issued a continued formal Notice of 
Concern is subject to further monitoring which may include a progress report, Annual 
Report on Finance and Enrollment (ARFE), or focused evaluation.  The Commission will 
assess the results of that monitoring no later than two years after the continued formal 
Notice of Concern was issued.   

 
A formal Notice of Concern is not made public by the Commission. 

 
Consistent with its policy on Notice of  Concern, the Commission will continue to monitor Anna 
Maria College’s progress in addressing the matters that led to the Notice through the December 
2021 ARFE report, the Spring 2022 progress report, and the Fall 2023 interim report. 
 
Anna Maria College is asked to submit an ARFE report by December 1, 2021 for consideration in 
Spring 2022 so that the Commission can monitor the institution’s enrollment and financial 
situation.  The purpose of the ARFE report is to help the Commission determine whether the 
College continues to meet our standard on Institutional Resources.  The audited financial 
statement, with the management letter, is requested as a verification of the institution’s financial 
position.  The institution’s response to the management letter is requested so that the Commission 
may understand how the institution is addressing any issue(s) raised in the management letter.  In 
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addition, we ask that the narrative of the ARFE report give emphasis to three matters related to our 
standards on Students, Institutional Resources, and Planning and Evaluation.  
 
As noted above, Anna Maria College anticipates it will achieve its enrollment goal of 320 students 
(adjusted from its pre-COVID goal of 360 students) in Fall 2021. However, we concur with the 
institution’s candid acknowledgment that it can be difficult to project enrollment during the 
COVID era as AMC realized firsthand in Fall 2020 when, according to the College’s report, 53 
students delayed their enrollment to Spring or Fall 2021. We also note that AMC is expecting a 
“slight decrease” in Fall 2021 enrollment given that applications are down about 18% compared 
to this time last year.  We therefore seek assurance, in the ARFE report submitted by December 1, 
2021, that AMC is on track to achieve its enrollment goals as evidence that Anna Maria “sets and 
achieves realistic goals to enroll students who are broadly representative of the population the 
institution wishes to serve” (Students,  Statement of the Standard).   
 
Further, we understand that a Small Business Administration PPP loan in the amount of $2.5 
million from Citizens Bank and federal CARES Act funding in the amount of $1 million, combined 
with achieving its enrollment goals, will help AMC reduce its operating deficit from the $3.5 
million initially projected for FY2021 to $800,00 in FY2022. The team also confirmed that the 
College held about $20 million in cash and investments as of June 30, 2020.  We look forward to 
receiving an update on the institution’s success in enhancing its financial stability in the December 
2021 ARFE report.  Our standard on Institutional Resources will inform this portion of the report: 
 

The institution preserves and enhances available financial resources sufficient to support 
its mission. It manages its financial resources and allocates them in a way that reflects its 
mission and purposes. It demonstrates the ability to respond to financial emergencies and 
unforeseen circumstances (7.4). 
 
The institution  is financially stable.  Ostensible financial  stability is  not achieved  at the 
expense of educational quality.  Its stability and viability are not unduly dependent upon 
vulnerable financial resources or an historically narrow base of support (7.5). 

 
In addition, we ask that the December 2021 ARFE report include an update on the College’s 
success in developing a multi-year financial plan that is aligned with its strategic plan.  While we 
note positively the progress AMC has made in its institutional planning, and we appreciate learning 
that input is now received from many different constituents and that an annual budgeting process 
has been implemented, we are concerned that the team found little evidence to suggest the College 
has established a comprehensive, integrated strategic plan that specifies the allocation of resources 
and links long-term financial and assessment plans to relevant units of the institution.  In keeping 
with our standards on Institutional Resources (cited above and below) and Planning and 
Evaluation, the ARFE report will afford AMC an opportunity to provide the Commission with an 
update on the institution’s progress in this area: 
 

The institution’s multi-year financial planning is realistic and reflects the capacity of the 
institution to  depend on  identified sources  of revenue  and ensure  the advancement  of 
educational quality and services for students (7.6). 
 
The institution’s financial planning, including contingency planning, is integrated with 
overall planning  and evaluation  processes.  The institution  demonstrates its  ability to 
analyze its financial condition and understand the opportunities and constraints that will 
influence its financial condition and acts accordingly.  It reallocates resources as necessary 
to achieve  its purposes  and objectives.  The institution  implements a  realistic plan  for 
addressing issues raised by the existence of any operating deficit (7.14). 
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The institution plans beyond a short-term horizon, including strategic planning that 
involves realistic analyses of internal and external opportunities and constraints.  The 
results of strategic planning are implemented in all units of the institution through financial, 
academic, enrollment, and other supporting plans (2.3). 

 
We further ask that the institution submit a report by January 15, 2022 for consideration in Spring 
2022 that includes an update on the institution’s progress on two matters related to our standard 
on Educational Effectiveness.   
 
We understand that the first template developed for faculty to record program review data went 
through a revision process, and the new template has just recently been implemented.  In addition, 
the College has developed a workbook that includes timelines to facilitate the scheduling of 
program review activities.  Accordingly, we concur with the judgment of the visiting team that, 
while progress has been made in this area, there is still work to be done to regularize the program 
review cycle from the beginning phase of gathering data, to the aggregation and analysis of data, 
to the use of assessment results as a means of continuous improvement.  We therefore ask that the 
Spring 2022 progress report include an update on the institution’s continued success in 
implementing its plans for review of its academic programs as assurance that “[t]he results of 
assessment and quantitative measures of student success are a demonstrable factor in the 
institution’s efforts to improve the curriculum and learning opportunities and results for students” 
(8.8), and that AMC “integrates the findings of its assessment process and measures of student 
success into its institution and program evaluation activities and uses the findings to inform its 
planning and resource allocation and to establish claims the institution makes to students and 
prospective students” (8.10). 
 
In addition, while we acknowledge that Anna Maria has made strides in developing a 
comprehensive assessment model to evaluate student learning outcomes, we understand that 
several challenges emerged during the implementation phase that slowed the momentum in this 
area.  For example, in addition to disruptions related to the COVID pandemic, AMC recognized 
that it needed to improve its method of centralizing data, and the College is currently exploring 
technologies that will make this aspect of the process more effective.  As informed by our standard 
on Educational Effectiveness, the Spring 2022 report will provide AMC an opportunity to update 
the Commission on its success in assessing student learning outcomes and using the results to 
inform continuous improvement: 

 
Assessment of learning is based on verifiable statements of what students are expected to 
gain, achieve, demonstrate, or know by the time they complete their academic program.  
The process of understanding what and how students are learning focuses on the course, 
competency, program, and institutional level.  Assessment has the support of the 
institution’s academic and institutional leadership and the systematic involvement of 
faculty and appropriate staff (8.3). 
 
The institution uses a variety of quantitative and qualitative methods and direct and indirect 
measures to understand the experiences and learning outcomes of its students, employing 
external perspectives including, as appropriate, benchmarks and peer comparisons (8.5). 
 
The institution defines measures of student success and levels of achievement appropriate 
to its mission, modalities and locations of instruction, and student body, including any 
specifically recruited populations.  These measures include rates of progression, retention, 
transfer, and graduation; default and loan repayment rates; licensure passage rates; and 
employment.  The institution ensures that information about student success is easily 
accessible on its website (8.6).  
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Commission policy requires an interim (fifth-year) report of all institutions on a decennial 
evaluation cycle.  Its purpose is to provide the Commission an opportunity to appraise the 
institution’s current status in keeping with the policy on Periodic Review.  In addition to the 
information included in all interim reports the College is asked, in Fall 2023, to report on three 
matters pertaining to our standards on Students, Institutional Resources, and Planning and 
Evaluation. 
 
As detailed above, the Commission is seriously concerned about Anna Maria’s high tuition 
discount rate that is projected to increase from the current rate of 63.9% to 65.6% in FY2022 and 
to 66% in FY2023.  While we acknowledge that there are various factors, including the 
achievement of enrollment goals, that are considered when setting a discount rate, we also 
recognize that rates at this level are not sustainable. We therefore note with approval that AMC is 
considering a “long term strategy to improve operating results” by lowering the discount rate by 
1% while increasing tuition, room, and board charges by approximately 2% a year.  As guided by 
our standard on Institutional Resources (cited above and below), we ask that, in the Fall 2023 
interim report, AMC provide an update on the institution’s success in continuing to achieve its 
enrollment and financial goals, with emphasis on managing the institution’s discount rate. 
 

The institution and its governing board regularly and systematically review the 
effectiveness of the institution’s financial aid policy and practices in advancing the 
institution’s mission and helping to ensure that the institution enrolls and supports the 
student body it seeks to serve (7.10). 

 
The Fall 2023 interim report will also provide Anna Maria College an opportunity to update the 
Commission on its continued success in implementing a comprehensive strategic plan that is linked 
to academic and financial planning as evidence that it has “a demonstrable record of success in 
implementing the results of its planning” (2.5).  We recognize this matter does not lend itself to 
rapid resolution and will therefore require the College’s sustained attention.   We are further guided 
here by our standard on Planning and Evaluation (cited above). 
 
Finally, we appreciate learning that to "alleviate the stress” of funding enhancements to the athletic 
facilities (e.g., baseball field) as well as other physical buildings on campus, AMC has launched a 
$12.5 million capital campaign that is currently in the silent phase. We seek assurance, through 
the Fall 2023 interim report, that the institution’s advancement plan is aligned with its strategic 
plan, and we especially look forward to learning of the College’s success in achieving its 
advancement goals.  Our standards on Planning and Evaluation and Institutional Resources (cited 
above) are relevant here: 
 

The institution plans for and responds to financial and other contingencies, establishes 
feasible priorities, and develops a realistic course of action to achieve identified objectives.  
Institutional decision-making, particularly the allocation of resources, is consistent with 
planning priorities (2.4). 

 
The scheduling of a comprehensive evaluation in Fall 2028 is consistent with Commission policy 
requiring each accredited institution to undergo a comprehensive evaluation at least once every ten 
years.   
 
The Commission expressed appreciation for the report prepared by Anna Maria College and for 
the report submitted by the visiting team.  The Commission also welcomed the opportunity to meet 
with you, Christine Holmes, Vice President for Academic Affairs and Alexander Mowatt, Vice 
President for Finance, CFO and Treasurer, as well as Daniel Modelane, team representative, during 
its deliberations. 
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You are encouraged to share this letter with all of the institution’s constituencies.  It is Commission 
policy to inform the chairperson of the institution’s governing board of action on its accreditation 
status.  In a few days we will be sending a copy of this letter to John Spillane.   The institution is 
free to release information about the evaluation and the Commission’s action to others, in 
accordance with the enclosed policy on Public Disclosure of Information about Affiliated 
Institutions. 
 
It is Commission policy to arrange a meeting with staff within 90 days of the issuing of a formal 
Notice of Concern.  A member of the Commission staff will call to arrange a meeting with you 
and members of your governing board. 
 
The Commission hopes that the evaluation process has contributed to institutional improvement.  
It appreciates your cooperation with the effort to provide public assurance of the quality of higher 
education. 
 
If you have any questions about the Commission’s action, please contact Lawrence M. Schall, 
President of the Commission. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Russell Carey 
 
RC/sjp 
 
Enclosures: Guidelines for Preparing ARFE Report 
   Policy on Notice of Concern 
   Policy on Public Disclosure of Information about Affiliated Institutions 
 
cc:    John Spillane 
  Visiting team 
 
 


