
1 

COMMONWEALTH OF PENNSYLVANIA 
DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

September 4, 2025 

To: Karen Molchanow, Executive Director 
State Board of Education 

FROM: Amy Lena, Deputy Secretary 
Elementary and Secondary Education 

SUBJECT: MSA Application to Renew Accreditation Authority – Recommendation 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
The Middle States Association Commission on Elementary and Secondary Schools (MSA) has requested 
renewal of its approval from the State Board of Education to act as an accrediting body for the above- 
noted types of private academic schools in lieu of licensure by the State Board of Private Academic  
School. 

MSA utilizes research-based Standards for Accreditation reflective of best practices for schools to serve 
as the basis for accreditation actions and for school improvement efforts. When MSA accredits an  
institution, the accreditation process takes into consideration all aspects of the school to include its  
education programs, facilities, student support services, policies and finances.   

The MSA renewal application was evaluated by a team of four professional staff in PDE’s School Services 
Office, using the department’s standard accreditation agency application rubric.  Because MSA indicated 
that there have been no major changes to policies that would change the process for schools seeking  
accreditation, the team’s review mainly consisted of an analysis of the MSA organization and the  
strategic plan process. Although no major changes were made to the accreditation standards, complaint  
process, monitoring process, and policy on background checks, these policies were reviewed by the team. 
However, an in-depth review was not conducted, and the recommendation does not include feedback  
related to these categories since these policies had already been approved in previous years and most  
recently in August 2020. The most notable change reported by MSA was the term of accreditation which 
changed from a 5-year term to a 7-year term.  

Based on its review, PDE recommends that MSA be approved as an accrediting body for 
nursery, kindergarten, elementary, secondary and special education private academic  
schools, tutoring centers, educational testing and remedial centers. 

Organization 
MSA is a nonprofit accrediting organization headquartered in Philadelphia and is comprised of two 
accrediting units: 

• The Commission on Secondary Schools (CSS) currently has 15 board members and serves public
and non-public middle, intermediate, and/or secondary schools. The CSS was founded in 1928 and
has been accrediting schools and other education institutions for 92 years.
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• The Commission on Elementary Schools (CES) currently has 15 board members and serves
institutions that provide middle, elementary, pre-K and early childhood education.  The CES was
founded in 1978 and has been accrediting schools and other education institutions for 47 years.

• According to the most recent list of accredited schools received from MSA on August 15, 2025,
MSA accredits 641 schools, including public schools.

A PK-12 Committee representing both Commissions serves institutions providing PK-12 education or any 
combination of grade levels served by both the Commission on Elementary Schools and the Commission 
on Secondary Schools. 

Strategic Plan 
The Executive Committee acts as the strategic planning team; however, the team prepares regular  
reports to keep the full Commission informed of the process. According to MSA, their strategic plan 
efforts have yielded strong positive results using the following three strategies: 

• Grow our relevance by becoming a leader in school transformation.
• Grow our reach by accelerating education innovation through new stories and platforms.
• Fund long-view innovation through resilient business models.

The strategic plan process is made up of eight steps which include the following: 

• Research & Sensemaking: Conduct an environmental scan and develop a point of view on the
“forces at play” (ie, tectonic shifts directly and indirectly affecting the world of education).

• Clarification & Ratification of Purpose: Name and affirm MSA’s timeless “license to exist” in
the world as a school improvement agency.

• Development of Vision: Discern and name our timely, “winning aspiration” in the language of
Roger Martin’s Strategy Cascade.

• Development of Strategies: Decide where to play and how to win (again, all the language from
Roger Martin’s Strategy Cascade).

• Design Bold Moves: Create one major activation per strategy as a way to test the strategy’s
ability to move us closer to our Vision.

• Articulate Core Beliefs: Specify the organizational values that will be necessary to fulfill the
Purpose and enact the Vision.

• Narrate the Future: Script MSA’s future in the form of a narrative document that provides the
“source code” for all communications about the strategic plan and the next phase of MSA’s growth.

• Resource the Plan: Develop a three-year strategic financial plan to project revenues and expenses
related to executing the strategic plan.
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The MSA Evolution Agenda is a condensed version of the entire strategic plan which summarizes 
MSA’s purpose, vision, strategies and beliefs.  In addition to the Agenda, MSA’s Evolution Narrative 
document serves as the “source code” for MSA staff and Commissioners when it comes to 
communicating the purpose of the strategic plan and what it means for MSA’s growth. Its purpose is 
to answer three critical questions: Why change? Why us? and Why now? and to establish the 
building blocks for strategic communications about MSA’s vision which is “to be the source for 
school leaders seeking to transform themselves and their schools.” 
 
 
 


