
When the COVID-19 pandemic struck earlier this year, some people started baking bread, others took up sewing, and I – 
like many – started running.

Actually, I started walking first, but over �me, I gradually began to run more, and today I run at least five miles several �mes 
a week. 

For me, having measurable goals has not only enabled me to deal with the pandemic, but has also helped me to grow. 

In a sense, it’s not unlike what we at Middle States ask schools to do through the accredita�on process. Accredita�on 
encourages schools to iden�fy priori�es for growth and improvement, set measurable goals to address the priori�es, and 
then establish a plan to achieve their objec�ves. 

It’s also not unlike what we as an organiza�on ask of ourselves. 

Through our strategic planning process we set goals and objec�ves that guide our work throughout the year.  Though this 
year was like no other, thanks to the tremendous work of our dedicated and talented staff, we were s�ll able to achieve 
many of our goals, while also addressing the challenges brought on by the pandemic. 

I am especially proud of our team for developing a successful model for virtual accredita�on visits so we could con�nue to 
strengthen our services and meet the needs of our members. 

In addi�on, our accredita�on liaisons, who work directly with our schools, have gone above and beyond to stay connected 
and ensure that schools have the tools and the support they need to con�nue moving through the accredita�on process. 

I am also pleased that we have been able to reach more schools by expanding our outreach efforts, increasing our current 
strategic partnerships and developing new ones. 

Looking ahead to the new year, one of our main goals will be to pilot our newly revised standards for accredita�on so we 
can ensure they con�nue to reflect research-proven prac�ces and remain relevant. 

And once it is safe again, I plan to visit as many of our member schools as possible to celebrate their resiliency and see the 
changes in educa�on that the pandemic has brought about.  

In closing, I wish you all a happy and healthy holiday season, and hope you meet whatever goals you set for 2021 and 
con�nue your own growth and improvement. 

Half-marathon, here I come! 

Sincerely, 

 

Lisa Marie McCauley, Ed.D., C.P.A. 
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The Middle States Associa�on Commissions on Elementary and Secondary Schools voted last month to accredit or 
reaccredit 72 schools and school systems in 17 states, as well as Puerto Rico and eight other countries. 

“Accredita�on is the gold standard for measuring and advancing school improvement,” said Lisa Marie McCauley, Ed.D., 
president of MSA-CESS. “Though the COVID-19 pandemic has forced schools around the globe to adjust and adapt to a new 
environment, they con�nue to demonstrate their commitment to collabora�on, growth and ensuring their students have 
access to a quality educa�on.”                                                                                                                            

A full list of schools and school systems that earned accredita�on or reaccredita�on is available here.
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The Middle States Associa�on Commissions on Elementary and Secondary Schools 
recently recognized the American School of Dubai for its Program of Dis�nc�on in 
Service Learning and Mt. Lebanon High School for its Program of Dis�nc�on in Visual 
Arts. 

The Middle States Programs of Dis�nc�on ini�a�ve provides external valida�on of 
an accredited school’s accomplishments in specific areas of exper�se and enables 
schools to take accredita�on to the next level.

The Service Learning Program of Dis�nc�on recognizes schools that support 
broad-based inclusion of experien�al learning through the applica�on of higher 
order problem solving skills to address real life concerns.

“Service learning is integral to our school's mission and core values,” said American 
School of Dubai Superintendent Paul Richards, Ed.D. “Whether giving voice to the 
voiceless, engaging in the school garden, par�cipa�ng in school-related sustainable 
change, suppor�ng local community partners, or becoming involved in meaningful 
conversa�ons around global issues, our students have the opportunity to develop 
the cri�cal consciousness necessary for informed ac�on and contribu�on in a 
rapidly changing world.”

The Visual Arts Program of Dis�nc�on recognizes schools where visual art is seen as 
an essen�al component in the social and cultural fiber of all socie�es now, in the 
past, and in the future.

“We are proud to be recognized by Middle States for our commitment to visual arts,” 
said Mt. Lebanon High School Principal Joel Thompson. “Our visual arts programs 
help students develop their talent and teach them how to work coopera�vely, apply 
problem solving skills, show responsibility for their own learning, and applying 
cri�cal thinking skills.”

The Programs of Dis�nc�on review process helps already accredited schools iden�fy 
strengths and areas for growth and provides inspira�on and recommenda�ons for 
a�aining a high-quality program. MSA accredited schools are eligible to apply for 
Program of Dis�nc�on recogni�on for outstanding programs in Global Literacies, 
World Languages, Visual Arts, Music, Early Childhood Educa�on, Service Learning, 
School Counseling and STEM.

To learn more about the Middle States Programs of Dis�nc�on ini�a�ve or to apply, 
click here.

Mt. Lebanon High School Visual Arts 
Program

American School of Dubai 
Service Learning Program

https://www.msa-cess.org/Customized/Uploads/ByDate/2020/November_2020/November_6th_2020/FALL%202020%20Accreditation%20Actions34274.pdf
https://www.msa-cess.org/default.aspx?RelID=606568
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In response to the ongoing challenges of the COVID-19  pandemic, Middle States in May 2020 made the difficult but 
necessary decision to develop a virtual accredita�on visit model for schools approaching accredita�on/reaccredita�on in 
2020-2021. Since our launch in August, we are pleased to confirm that 133 schools have successfully hosted their 
accredita�on visit virtually.

Last month, due to the con�nuing health and safety challenges, the decision was made to con�nue the virtual visit model 
for Spring 2021 visits as well.

As the final accredita�on visits of the semester conclude, we are 
reviewing post-visit survey data, conduc�ng focus groups, and 
pu�ng in place modifica�ons as needed for our 2021 visits.

We received feedback in a post-visit survey from more than half of 
our team leaders and school leaders, in addi�on to one-on-one 
follow up communica�ons with our staff.

The overwhelming feedback from schools was a sincere apprecia�on 
for the visi�ng teams, who volunteered while managing their 
personal and professional lives during the pandemic. We echo these 
words of apprecia�on and applaud both the schools who invited 
teams into their schools during this �me, and the volunteers who 
shared their �me and exper�se.

Posi�ve feedback on the virtual visit included:  

The process worked- the elements of the accreditation visit were 
able to be successfully completed virtually.

The efficient use of school resources to host a team virtually 
instead of onsite, and efficient use of time for volunteers

Visiting Teams liked working with Google Drive to receive 
information and collaborate on review and writing

Serving on a team became accessible to some people who would 
not have been able to serve on a traditional visit

Flexibility to visit a school, or host team members, from outside of 
your geographic region 

However, there is always room for improvement. Although chairs 
and school leaders significantly responded that the process worked, 
several key challenges were iden�fied including: 

More coordination time needed than an in person visit

How the required evidence is presented and when it is sent to the 
team

Being able to complete all the meetings and writing in three days 

A feeling of missing out on the potential for more human 
connection and the unplanned parts of the experience

Although we cannot address every concern that makes virtual visits 
different than onsite, and all of us are missing the in-person human 
connec�on with Covid restric�ons, we have listened to the feedback 
from our schools and volunteers and implemented a number of 
strategies to further strengthen the process.
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2020-2021. Since our launch in August, we are pleased to confirm that 133 schools have successfully hosted their 
accredita�on visit virtually.

Last month, due to the con�nuing health and safety challenges, the decision was made to con�nue the virtual visit model 
for Spring 2021 visits as well.

As the final accredita�on visits of the semester conclude, we are 
reviewing post-visit survey data, conduc�ng focus groups, and 
pu�ng in place modifica�ons as needed for our 2021 visits.

We received feedback in a post-visit survey from more than half of 
our team leaders and school leaders, in addi�on to one-on-one 
follow up communica�ons with our staff.

The overwhelming feedback from schools was a sincere apprecia�on 
for the visi�ng teams, who volunteered while managing their 
personal and professional lives during the pandemic. We echo these 
words of apprecia�on and applaud both the schools who invited 
teams into their schools during this �me, and the volunteers who 
shared their �me and exper�se.

Posi�ve feedback on the virtual visit included:  

The process worked- the elements of the accreditation visit were 
able to be successfully completed virtually.

The efficient use of school resources to host a team virtually 
instead of onsite, and efficient use of time for volunteers

Visiting Teams liked working with Google Drive to receive 
information and collaborate on review and writing

Serving on a team became accessible to some people who would 
not have been able to serve on a traditional visit

Flexibility to visit a school, or host team members, from outside of 
your geographic region 

However, there is always room for improvement. Although chairs 
and school leaders significantly responded that the process worked, 
several key challenges were iden�fied including: 

More coordination time needed than an in person visit

How the required evidence is presented and when it is sent to the 
team

Being able to complete all the meetings and writing in three days 

A feeling of missing out on the potential for more human 
connection and the unplanned parts of the experience

Although we cannot address every concern that makes virtual visits 
different than onsite, and all of us are missing the in-person human 
connec�on with Covid restric�ons, we have listened to the feedback 
from our schools and volunteers and implemented a number of 
strategies to further strengthen the process.

Please join the Middle States Associa�on Commissions on Elementary and Secondary 
Schools in wishing Associate Vice President of Accredita�on Angela Rufo, Ed.D., well in her 
re�rement, effec�ve Dec. 31. 

Dr. Rufo joined Middle States in 2011 a�er serving as a teacher and principal with several 
Catholic schools throughout the Philadelphia Archdiocese. 

During her tenure at Middle States, Dr. Rufo worked with more than 450 schools and school 
systems during the self-study process and throughout their accredita�on term. Her 
contribu�ons to Middle States have helped ensure that students around the globe have 
access to a quality educa�on. 

Thank you, Dr. Rufo for your commitment to Middle States and the schools we serve!
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There is s�ll �me to send us your resiliency videos! 

Send us a short (up to three-minute) video that demonstrates how your school is staying resilient, and we will 
select the top three to highlight in our newsle�er, on social media and in other materials.  All par�cipants will be 
recognized for their submissions. 

Submit your video along with your name, school name and contact informa�on to skohn@msa-cess.org by Dec. 
31 and help pay tribute to how Middle States schools have adapted and grown during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Trainings are in full swing for Spring 21 visits 
and already more than two dozen schools and 
volunteers have a�ended early December 
workshops to prepare for spring visits. Google 
Drive folders and materials for all Spring 21 
schools were sent last month, ensuring several 
months of prepara�on �me to upload evidence 
and organize materials before each virtual visit. 
We have also commi�ed to adding one 
addi�onal volunteer to each visit wherever 
possible to decrease the responsibili�es and 
workload of each team member. And finally, 
we’ve added addi�onal support webinars and 
materials for our Chairs preparing to lead 
virtual visits.

We look forward to a successful next 100 virtual 
visits, thanks to the ongoing commitment and 
resiliency of our schools and volunteers!
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December 15
8:00-9:30am

January 11
8:00-9:30am

January 21
1:30-3:00pm

January 26
8:00-9:30am

February 1
2:30-4:00pm

February 11
8:00-9:30am

February 18
1:30-3:00pm

February 23
8:30-10:00am
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Click here to for more informa�on and to register!

*All �mes in EST

https://www.msa-cess.org/default.aspx?RelID=1076024814


Long�me Middle States volunteer Patricia “Trish” M. Shine, a wri�ng clinician at Mt. Lebanon High 
School in Mt. Lebanon, Pa., is this year’s recipient of the annual Henry G. Cram Accredita�on 
Leadership Award. 

The award recognizes unsung heroes of the accredita�on process who devote countless hours and 
energy to obtain and maintain accredita�on of their schools. 

“I am thrilled to receive this recogni�on,” Shine said. “I pour a lot of my energy into Middle States 
and think of it as con�nuing the legacy excellence in educa�on.” 

The award is named in honor of Henry “Hank” G. Cram, Ed.D., who served as president of the 
Middle States Associa�on Commissions on Elementary and Secondary Schools for 14 years before re�ring in 2019. 

Recipients are chosen because they have strong belief in and deep understanding of the Middle States accredita�on 
process and a track record of crea�ng and maintaining a school culture focused on con�nuous school improvement. 

Shine has twice served as the Middle States Internal Coordinator at Mt. Lebanon High School and has been the school’s 
Middle States liaison for 14 years. She has served on 11 Middle States peer review teams, including six as chair. 

“It’s so valida�ng for a school to really step back and look at itself,” Shine said. “I love being a part of that.” 

Shine joined the faculty at Mt. Lebanon in 2006, a�er teaching at Vincen�an Academy in Pi�sburgh – where she a�ended 
high school – for five years. Transi�oning from a school with just a few hundred students to one with more than 1,500 was 
a challenge, Shine said. 

However, serving as the schools internal coordinator for accredita�on helped her find her place.

“I liked it, and I kind of got good at it,” said Shine, who described herself as “freakishly organized.” 

Shine said she also enjoys serving on peer review teams because she always learns something that she can take back to 
her school and because it helps validate the good work Mt. Lebanon is already doing. 

“Inevitably, I end up thinking ‘yeah, we’re good,’” Shine said. 

For schools in the process of applying for accredita�on or reaccredita�on, Shine offered this advice:

Stay organized. Make sure you put numbers on your survey. 

Start thinking about evidence/ar�facts at the start of the self-study process. 

Delegate. That’s another way of staying organized.
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Happy Holidays from Middle States

Our offices will be closed for the holidays from December 24 through January 3. 
We look forward to con�nuing our work with you in 2021!


