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July 12, 2021 
 
 
Ms. Tonian Hohberg  
President 
Fashion Institute of Design and Merchandising  
919 South Grand Avenue 
Los Angeles, CA 90015-1421  
 
Dear President Hohberg: 
 
This letter serves as formal notification and official record of action taken concerning 
Fashion Institute of Design and Merchandising (FIDM) by the WASC Senior College and 
University Commission (WSCUC) at its meeting June 25, 2021, to impose the sanction of 
Probation.  
 
This action was taken after consideration of the report of the review team that conducted 
the Special Visit to FIDM March 3-5, 2021. The Commission also reviewed the 
institutional report and exhibits submitted by FIDM prior to the Special Visit and the 
institution’s April 26, 2021 response to the team report. The Commission appreciated the 
opportunity to discuss the visit with you and your colleagues Edward Guerboian, 
Governing Board Chair, Belinda Harding, Executive Director of Admissions, Tess 
Stolzer, Vice President/Treasurer, Barbara Bundy, Vice President of Education/Chief 
Academic Officer, Roni Miller Start, Department Chair, and Lisa Schoening, Dean of 
Academic Development/ALO. Your comments were very helpful in informing the 
Commission’s deliberations. The date of this action constitutes the effective date of the 
institution’s status with WSCUC.   
 
Probation reflects the Commission’s finding that an institution has serious issues of 
noncompliance with one or more of the Standards of Accreditation. The Commission has 
determined that FIDM is not in compliance with WSCUC Standard One and Standard 
Three. While on Probation, the institution is subject to special scrutiny by the 
Commission, which may include a requirement to submit periodic prescribed reports and 
to receive Special Visits by representatives of the Commission. The accredited status of 
FIDM continues during the Probation period. While an institution is on Probation, any 
new sites or degree programs must be approved through the substantive change process.  
 
When the Commission finds that an institution fails to meet one or more of the Standards 
of Accreditation, it is required to notify the institution of the deficiencies and establish a 
time period, which may not exceed two years, within which they must be corrected. If an 
institution has not remedied the deficiencies at the conclusion of this sanction period, the 
Commission will take an adverse action, which in this case would take the form of 
withdrawal of accreditation. An institution under sanction must address the areas cited by 
the Commission expeditiously, with seriousness and the full attention of the institution’s 
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leadership. It is the responsibility of the Commission to determine, at the end of the 
sanction period, whether the institution has made the necessary corrections and has come 
into compliance with Commission Standards. (Please refer to pages 36-42 of the 2013 
Handbook of Accreditation.) 
 
Actions 
 

1. Receive the Special Visit team report that focused on: (1) an independent 
governing board; (2) declining enrollment and reductions in revenue and net 
income; (3) increased transparency and communication to all constituents; (4) 
faculty role in institutional governance, academic oversight, and decision-making; 
and (5) generating, evaluating, and publishing data about student achievement, job 
placement, and enrollment. 

2. Impose Probation 
3. Schedule a Special Visit in fall 2022 to address: 

a. compliance with Standard Three, particularly CFRs 3.4, 3.6, 3.9, and 3.10 
b. compliance with Standard One, particularly CFR 1.7 

4. Schedule a Progress Report to be submitted on December 1, 2021 to address 
updates on: 

a. fall enrollment. 
b. board approved 2020 Audit Report. 
c. succession plan for institutional leadership. 
d. evaluation plan for the CEO. 
e. progress on plan for Board development and governance practices. 

 
Submit a Teach-Out Plan. As a result of federal regulations effective July 1, 2020, an 
institution placed on Sanction by the Commission must submit to WSCUC a plan that 
would be implemented if the institution were to close. A teach-out plan identifies 
opportunities for the students of a closing institution to complete their program at other 
institutions offering the same or similar degree programs, certificates, or curricula leading 
to professional licensure, regardless of students’ academic progress at the time of closure. 
The WSCUC Teach-Out Plans and Agreements Policy and associated Guide provide 
information on what to include in a teach-out plan. The teach-out plan must be submitted 
to WSCUC by October 1, 2021.  
 
Issues to be Addressed 
 

1. Enrollment Declines and Budget Deficits (CFR 3.4) 
 

FIDM has experienced a significant decade-long drop in enrollment and multiple 
years of budget deficits, which are predicted by the institution to continue for at 
least the next three years despite the closure of two campuses, the release of 
underutilized leased space, and the sale of other valuable property. The 
Commission is extremely concerned about the sustainability of the institution and 
its ability to maintain resources sufficient to ensure long-term viability. It is 
imperative that FIDM create and implement a concrete resource and development 
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plan that includes realistic budgeting, enrollment management, and diversification 
of revenue sources that can be immediately implemented by the Governing Board 
and Board of Administration.  

 
2. Role of the Governing Board (CFR 3.9) 

 
Board governance at FIDM has been an area of concern identified by WSCUC for 
two consecutive accreditation visits. Although the current Governing Board 
bylaws outline the Board’s legal and fiduciary responsibility, the Governing Board 
has not fulfilled its responsibility for providing oversight over institutional 
integrity, policies, and academic program quality. For example, the Governing 
Board does not have a process for reviewing and approving the annual budget nor 
has the Board Audit Committee met with the current auditor to approve the most 
recent Audit Report. The Board was not involved in creating or approving FIDM’s 
updated Turnaround Plan for 2019-21 and was unaware of WSCUC guidelines 
regarding budget deficits. The Board has not provided effective evaluation of the 
CEO or attention to succession for the CEO and other senior leaders. FIDM Board 
members must take ownership of institutional direction and operations such as the 
annual budget, audit report, and the overall financial outlook of the institution.  

 
3. Faculty Leadership (CFR 3.10) 

 
For the past two accreditation cycles, the Commission has cited issues associated 
with the limited role of the faculty in institutional governance, academic oversight, 
and decision-making. While FIDM has instituted the Joint Academic Committee, 
faculty do not yet have a process for reviewing and approving the curriculum and 
have been left out of decisions regarding program discontinuance and location 
closures. Faculty must be engaged in planning for important changes and equipped 
with structures to enable them to exercise effective academic leadership.  

 
4. Integrity and Transparency (CFR 1.7) 

 
In 2019, the Commission required FIDM to “increase transparency and 
communication to all its constituents” with respect to financial information and 
administrative decision-making. The issue persists. Within the past year, FIDM has 
closed two major locations with no formal mechanism for involving or 
communicating with the faculty and staff who are impacted by these closures. In 
addition, the 2019 Commission Action Letter and Team Report were not widely 
shared with FIDM constituencies as required. It is important that FIDM adopt and 
implement policies and procedures that ensure timely and transparent 
communication to all constituents.  

 
The Commission requires the institution to respond to the following issues: 
 

1. The Governing Board should adopt appropriate practices in its oversight of 
institutional operations, including the review and approval of annual budgets and 
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audited financial statements; the oversight of academic programs and student 
outcomes; a process for providing leadership in institutional planning and 
assessment; a self-assessment of Board effectiveness; a Board nomination process 
to bring in new members with critical skills and experience; a plan for the 
constructive evaluation of the CEO in line with current best practices; and the 
development of a strategy for succession planning for the CEO and other senior 
leaders (CFR 3.9 and WSCUC Governing Board Policy).  

2. FIDM should take the necessary steps to eliminate fiscal deficits and establish 
short-term financial stability with realistic enrollment growth goals for longer-term 
sustainability. (CFRs 3.4).  

3. FIDM’s leadership at all levels should have the capacity, background, and vision 
to steer the institution in a direction that is effective, sustainable, and ensures its 
long-term fiscal health (CFR 3.6).  

4. FIDM should expand the role of the faculty in curricular decision-making and 
program review, support faculty professional development, and develop clear 
avenues of communication between the faculty and the administrative and 
governing boards (CFR 3.10).  

5. FIDM should focus efforts on increasing transparency and communication to 
exhibit integrity in its operations and practices. This includes implementing regular 
evaluation of all activities, including business practices and procedures, to ensure 
they are meeting the current and future needs of the institution (CFRs 1.7 and 3.6).  

6. FIDM should direct attention to creating realistic hiring and retention, marketing, 
enrollment/recruitment, succession, and strategic plans that are accessible, 
socialized, implemented, and used to guide all practices of the institution. The 
creation of these plans should include representation from all FIDM constituents 
(faculty, staff, administration, Board, alumni, and students where applicable) (CFR 
1.7). 

 
The Commission requires a meeting between the WSCUC staff and representatives of 
FIDM, including the Chief Executive Officer, representatives of the Governing Board, and 
senior faculty leadership, within 90 days from the date of this letter. The purposes of the 
meeting are to further clarify the reasons for the Commission’s findings and bases for 
decision, to review the actions taken as of the date of the meeting, and to discuss the 
institution’s plans for responding to this Commission action. WSCUC will contact 
FIDM’s ALO to make arrangements for this meeting.  
 
The Commission decision to impose Probation is subject to Commission review. A 
request by the institution for Commission review is limited to one or more of the four 
bases as outlined in the 2013 Handbook of Accreditation, Revised (see pp. 40-42). If 
FIDM intends to seek review, the request, co-signed by the CEO and Chair of the 
governing board, must be submitted to the President of the Commission within 28 days 
of the date of this letter together with the required fee.  
 
Commission policy requires that in the case of a sanction, a public statement will be 
prepared in consultation with the institution acknowledging the institution’s status. The 
Commission reserves the right to make the final determination of the nature and content of 
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the public statement. The public statement must be posted on the institution’s website 
within seven days of receipt of this letter and proof that the statement has been posted 
must be provided to WSCUC within 24 hours of its posting. Enclosed is a copy of a draft 
public statement, which FIDM may use as it stands. If you wish to propose revisions to the 
draft your proposed changes must be forwarded by email to Dr. Tamela Hawley within 24 
hours of receipt of this letter. In addition, any reference to WSCUC accreditation on the 
website should be accompanied by the words “Currently on Probation” and the public 
statement. 
 
In accordance with Commission policy, a copy of this letter is being sent to the chair of 
FIDM’s governing board. The Commission expects that the team report and this action 
letter will be posted in a readily accessible location on FIDM’s website and widely 
distributed throughout the institution to promote further engagement and improvement and 
to support the institution's response to the specific issues identified in these documents. 
The institution must provide proof to WSCUC that the required documents are posted and 
widely distributed. The team report and the Commission’s action letter will also be posted 
on the WSCUC website. If the institution wishes to respond to the Commission action on 
its own website, WSCUC will post a link to that response on the WSCUC website. 
 
Finally, the Commission wishes to express its appreciation for the extensive work that 
FIDM undertook in preparing for and supporting this accreditation review. WSCUC is 
committed to an accreditation process that adds value to institutions while contributing to 
public accountability, and we thank you for your continued support of this process.  Please 
contact me if you have any questions about this letter or the action of the Commission. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Jamienne S. Studley 
President  
 
 
JSS/thh 
 
Cc:   Phillip Doolittle, Commission Chair 
 Lisa Schoening, ALO 
 Edward Guerboian, Board Chair 
 Members of the Special Visit team 
 Tamela H. Hawley, Vice President 
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