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CMHE Mission Self-Study & Peer Review Process Guide 
The Mission Self-Study Peer Review enables each Mercy institution of higher education to 
explore and document the presence, expression, and effectiveness of its core Catholic, Mercy 
mission as inspired and informed by its Catholic identity and Mercy charism.  
 
As a critical aspect of our Mercy Higher Education Covenant, engaging effectively in this 
process is a required component in maintaining continued sponsoring by the Sisters of Mercy of 
the Americas as a Catholic and Mercy college/university. The CMHE Board of Directors intends 
that this process strengthen the presence and impact of the Catholic identity as expressed through 
each institution’s unique policies, programs, curriculum, practices, and relationships. 
 
The United States application of Ex corde Ecclesiae, the Institute Leadership Conference 
Statement on Catholic Identity and Mercy Charism, as well as the Conference for Mercy Higher 
Education (CMHE) Statement on Our Catholic Identity and Mercy Charism, also informed 
development and implementation of the CMHE Mission Self-Study and Peer Review Process. 
(See Appendix A.) 
 
The Self-Study and Peer Review Process includes the following elements, with additional 
descriptions of each noted on subsequent pages:  
 

1. Preparation – CMHE staff meet, most often virtually, with the college/university’s 
president and mission officer one semester prior to the site visit. At this conversation, the 
overall process is described and mutual expectations are established and shared. CMHE 
will ask institutional leaders if they desire or need peer reviewers with particular 
expertise, and discussion on possible site visit dates begin. CMHE provides sample 
reports and schedules for the institution for reference during its self-study. 

 
2. Self-Study Report Submission – The Mercy institution submits its Mission Self-Study 

at least one month prior to the peer review team visit. Although there is no established 
page or word count noted, CMHE believes that, when carefully designed and constructed, 
in most cases the report can be successfully completed in 30 pages or less. The report 
should include an introduction and brief institutional history, particularly as it relates to 
the college/university’s unique expression of Catholic identity and the Mercy charism; 
the present context of the institution (for example, current challenges, opportunities and 
plans related to programs, leadership, enrollment, finances and diversity); responses to 
each of the five main Self-Study questions; an articulation of the highest level (3-4) next 
steps; and any necessary addenda. 

 
3. Site Visit – A peer review team visits the Mercy campus to engage in conversations with 

diverse stakeholders including, but not limited to, groups or individuals from the 
following constituent groups: board of trustee chair and members, senior leadership, 
faculty, staff and students. The peer review team offers, via its chair, an initial oral report 
to the campus community as the culmination of its visit.  

 
4. Post-Visit – Following the site visit and further team discussion, the peer review team 

drafts its written report, which is then sent to the college/university president and mission 
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officer, usually within three weeks of the team visit. This draft provides an opportunity to 
correct factual errors, suggest something the peer review team may have missed or 
misunderstood, as well as respond in general. The peer review team will consider any 
comments and formal feedback when finalizing the report. 

 
5. Approval and Affirmation of Sponsorship – The final team report (and institutional 

response if applicable) is shared with the CMHE Board for approval and, following 
CMHE Board approval, the Sisters of Mercy of the Americas’ Institute Leadership Team 
(ILT) receives the Mission Self-Study and Peer Review Team Report for their review, 
along with the board’s recommendation regarding continued sponsorship. The ILT 
ordinarily writes a letter to the CMHE Board which is also forwarded to the 
college/university president. 

 
6. Certificate – Upon completion of the process and confirmation of sponsorship, a CMHE 

certificate of continued sponsorship is sent to the Mercy institution with the ILT letter. At 
this time, the team report may be shared broadly at the college/university, including the 
affirmation of continued sponsorship. A campus ritual to mark this moment of renewed 
sponsorship may be appropriate and desirable.  

 
7. Ongoing Communication – After the Mission Self-Study and Peer Review, each 

institution will follow a schedule that includes biennial conversations (two years post site 
visit) and a mid-point review (halfway between the previous Mission Self-Study and the 
next Mission Self-Study). Many of these interim meetings may be virtual 
 

Here is a sample of the rhythm of CMHE peer review activities: 

Peer Review Scheduled Semester  Mode 
Self-study Spring 2024 On-site 
Biennial conversation Spring 2026 Zoom 
Mid-point review Spring 2028 On-site & Zoom (hybrid) 
Biennial conversation Spring 2030 Zoom 
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Further Guidelines on the Process 
 

Preparation 
Although the institutional accreditation process and the Mission Self-Study and Peer Review 
Process are distinct in both purpose and design, the mission process seems to work best when it 
precedes the institution’s regional accreditation self-study completion and visit. The Mission 
Self-Study and Peer Review are intentionally scheduled in this order so that the mission self-
study can complement and inform the overall regional accreditation self-study. The CMHE 
process offers institutions the opportunity to use this CMHE process in assessing; i.e., in 
documenting evidence required to address the “mission standard” in the accreditation self-study. 
 
Engaging Stakeholders at College/University 
The CMHE Mission Self-Study and Peer Review is an important and required process to 
maintain affirmation as a sponsored institution of the Sisters of Mercy of the Americas.  
 
CMHE staff discuss the design and plan for the self-study process with the campus leaders in the 
early stages of the work. The process should be inclusive, allowing opportunities for all members 
of the institution to engage and offer meaningful input. The final self-study document is 
submitted in electronic format to CMHE at least one month prior to the scheduled peer review 
team visit.  
 
Institutions may, and often do, employ a design similar to their regional accreditation design in 
developing the Mission Self-Study and preparing for the mission site visit. Many schools create a 
steering committee (or use an existing mission committee) to 1) design and coordinate the self-
study process; 2) engage stakeholders across the broad community; 3) facilitate dialogue and 
listening sessions; 4) synthesize information, and 5) write the final Mission Self-Study report. 
The processes employed to gather and analyze evidence should be briefly documented in the 
final report and the committee members identified.  
 
In completing the self-study, CMHE encourages substantive discussion and analysis to inform an 
institution’s responses to five key questions. Appendix B provides expansion and additional 
guidance on the five questions in order to provide a framework that elicits deep reflection and 
dialogue on Catholic identity and the Mercy heritage, mission, and charism. These questions may 
(and perhaps should) begin as opportunities for personal reflection and subsequently move into 
widening circles of reflection and dialogue, for example, with departments, schools, committees, 
or as a leadership team, board of trustees, and/or the institution as a whole. 
 
Institutional responses to the five key self-study questions should provide evidence of what 
specific programs, policies, or practices are being designed, attempted, accomplished, or are in 
process for each topic or question, along with the methods or practices by which particular 
initiatives are being carried out, as well as the all-important reflection and assessment regarding 
the impact an initiative has had on the institution’s overall Mercy educational mission. 
 
 
 
Writing the Mission Self-Study 
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The Mission Self-Study should include 1) an introduction/brief history and 2) a brief description 
of the particular context within which the institution is operating at the time of the self-study. It 
must address 3) each of the five main self-study questions (listed below and amplified in 
Appendix B to this document) and 4) offer an evaluative conclusion that reflects an honest 
assessment of institutional “points of pride” with respect to mission; significant “gaps or 
challenges” to achieving a robust Catholic, Mercy focus at your institution; any significant 
barriers that impede progress in strengthening your “points of pride” or addressing your “gaps 
and challenges” and, in as specific terms as possible, what would help most in this work; and, 
finally, 5) a list of (not to exceed) 3-4 key areas for work and focus going forward. 
 
Any appendices should be organized at the end of the report with numbered references within the 
report. Wherever possible, include organizational chart and the strategic plan. Institutions may 
choose to provide a link to a cloud-based folder that includes appendices and evidence. 
 
In responding to the five key questions (see below) CMHE encourages the institution to provide 
examples or evidence of what is being done regarding a certain question and how particular 
assessment measures are being carried out, as well as critical reflection on the impact this initiative 
has had or is having on the institution’s educational mission. Appendix B to this document provides 
important amplification of these questions and guidance in responding to them.  
 
The Five Key Questions 
 

1. What does the Covenant mean for your institution?  
(intended particularly for Trustees, President and Senior Leadership) 
 

2. What does the Mercy, Catholic mission mean for your institution? 
 

3. How does the institution focus and apply mission within each of the Mission Core 
Integration Areas? 
 

4. What does the collected evidence demonstrate about the vitality and effectiveness of 
mission at your institution?  
 

5. In terms of mission, what are the “take aways” from this self-study? 
 
 
Confirming Site Visit Dates 
One semester prior to the Peer Review Site Visit, CMHE asks the institution to offer two or three 
possible options for the Peer Review Site Visit. Each calendar option should include three 
consecutive days. Generally, the site visit schedule consists of an opening dinner the evening of 
Day 1; a full day of meetings with various stakeholders on Day 2; and one half-day on Day 3 
concluding with the team’s initial oral report to the college/university community. The team 
departs immediately after the oral report, generally by 12 noon, without taking questions or 
engaging in further discussion. 

 

 

https://mercyhighered.org/mission-integration-core-areas/
https://mercyhighered.org/mission-integration-core-areas/
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Peer Review Team Named  
Once CMHE and the college/university have agreed on the dates, CMHE identifies a team of 
three-to-five peers that will visit the campus. The team usually includes CMHE staff, a president 
and a mission officer from other Mercy institutions, and a member of the CMHE Board. CMHE 
communicates the finalized list of team members to the president and mission officer at least 
three months prior to the scheduled site visit.  
 
CMHE staff prepare the peer review team for the self-study review and their visit to the 
college/university. 
 
Mission Self-Study Report Submission & Draft Site Visit Schedule 
The Mission Self-Study is submitted electronically to CMHE one month prior to the Peer 
Review Site Visit. Based on the self-study, the institution also provides a proposed schedule for 
the site visit. Stakeholder groups scheduled for meetings should always include the following: 
board of trustees chair, senior leadership, faculty, staff, and students. Specific self-study content 
should guide scheduling additional stakeholder groups or meetings for the peer review team as 
necessary. 
 
Once received, the CMHE Executive Director distributes the Mission Self-Study and draft 
schedule to the team of peer reviewers. The peer review team meets prior to the site visit. During 
these meeting(s), the team discusses initial responses to the self-study and generates additional 
questions they will ask or observations to be discussed during the site visit. Following the 
preparatory meeting(s) and prior to the visit, the peer review team may ask the college/university 
to adjust the schedule of meetings if necessary. 
 
Site Visit 
The site visit is three calendar days. The first day begins with the visiting team having dinner 
with the president. This can also afford the opportunity for the peer review team to have 
conversation with trustees. Invitations to this dinner are at the president’s discretion. 
 
The second day is tightly scheduled with meetings with various constituency groups (especially 
individuals and/or offices critical to themes discussed in the self-study) and will include open 
faculty and staff forums, preferably in separate sessions. The first meeting of the day should be 
scheduled between the President and the site visit team leader – usually a fellow president. 
 
The third day will include a wrap-up meeting with the president and mission officer, sometimes 
including a short executive session with the president; time for the peer review team to meet to 
finalize the draft report; that is, the exit oral report that will then be read to the assembled 
community. This draft report includes commendations, recommendations, as well as suggestions 
for consideration by the institution. The team departs campus immediately after the final 
assembly. 
 
The college/university should designate an area/room where the site visit team can consider its 
home base during the site visit. Access to wifi is required as well as access to a restroom. This 
will give the team a space to discuss their various conversations and work together to draft the 
team report.  
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Post-Visit 
Within three weeks of the peer review team site visit, the President and Mission Officer will 
receive a written team report. This is an opportunity for revision giving your president and 
mission officer the chance to correct factual errors, suggest something the peer team may have 
missed or misunderstood in error, as well as respond in general. The peer review team will take 
any comments under consideration and finalize the report. CMHE will give the institution a 
deadline to submit your formal response. Any formalized response will be included with the 
Mission Self-Study and team report submitted to the CMHE Board of Directors for review, 
approval, and recommendation to the ILT for continued sponsorship.  
 
Approval and Affirmation of Sponsorship 
The final team report and institutional response (if applicable) is shared with the CMHE Board 
for approval at their next scheduled meeting. Following CMHE Board approval, the Sisters of 
Mercy of the Americas’ Institute Leadership Team (ILT) receives the Mission Self-Study and 
Peer Review Team Report for their review along with the board’s recommendation regarding 
sponsorship. The ILT typically writes a letter to the CMHE Board that is also forwarded to the 
college/university. 
 
Depending upon the timing of the Peer Review Site Visit and the next scheduled CMHE Board 
meeting there could be the potential for a few months to elapse before the college/university is 
notified of the outcome of the Board meeting. The CMHE Executive Director will be in 
communication with the mission officer and president.  
 
Certificate 
Upon completion of the process and confirmation of sponsorship, a certificate of continued 
sponsorship is sent to the Mercy institution along with the ILT letter. At this time, the team 
report should be shared broadly at the college/university as well as the affirmation of continued 
sponsorship.  

Ongoing Communication 
After the Mission Self-Study and Peer Review, each institution will follow a schedule that 
includes biennial conversations (two years post site visit) and a mid-point review (halfway 
between the previous Mission Self-Study and the next Mission Self-Study). These opportunities 
for dialogue and reflection allow each college/university to continually keep mission as a focal 
point.  
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Appendix A – Key Documents 
Essential Characteristics of a Catholic college/university from Ex corde Ecclesiae :  

1. A Christian inspiration not only of individuals but of the university community as such;  
2. A continuing reflection in light of the Catholic faith upon the growing treasury of human 

knowledge, to which it seeks to contribute by its own research;  
3. Fidelity to the Christian message as it comes to us through the Church;  
4. An institutional commitment to the service of the people of God and of the human family 

in their pilgrimage to the transcendent goal which gives meaning to life. 
 

Institute Leadership Conference Statement on Catholic Identity and Mercy Charism for 
CMHE Colleges and Universities 
The Institute of the Sisters of Mercy of the Americas recognizes that higher education is integral 
to the mission of the Church and is an effective expression of our Mercy mission. The ministry 
expresses our commitment to the pursuit of truth and knowledge and to the furtherance of the 
social, political, economic, and spiritual well-being of the human community. We encourage 
collaboration among Mercy institutions, regional communities and sisters in ministry.  
 

n Institute Leadership Conference, Statement on Mercy Higher Education, 1993  
 
Conference for Mercy Higher Education (CMHE) Statement: Our Catholic Identity and 
Mercy Charism  
A Mercy institution of higher education stands within the lineage of the Catholic intellectual 
tradition in its pursuit of truth and integration of knowledge for the common good. It participates 
in the Church’s mission under the sponsorship of the Institute of the Sisters of Mercy of the 
Americas through the ministry of education, giving tangible evidence to its mission through 
ongoing teaching, scholarship and service. It demonstrates the values of mercy, justice and 
compassion as communicated through the traditions of the Sisters of Mercy. These common 
characteristics are uniquely given expression within each campus community.  
 
Graduates of Mercy institutions are informed and shaped intellectually, socially and spiritually 
through a faith-inspired education. The academic study of the liberal arts and sciences and 
mastery of the professional disciplines enable Mercy graduates to be responsible leaders in their 
communities and professions. They appreciate and are informed by a Christian commitment to 
mercy and justice in the world. The living tradition of a Mercy college or university is sustained 
by a strong collegial community, with hospitality to new ideas and energies, and through 
collaboration within the Conference of Mercy Higher Education.  
 

n Statement approved by the CMHE Board April 20, 2010  
 

 

 

 

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_constitutions/documents/hf_jp-ii_apc_15081990_ex-corde-ecclesiae.html
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Appendix B – Guidelines/Suggestions in Responding to the Five Key 
Questions  
 

1. What does the Covenant mean for your institution?  
This question is intended particularly for Trustees, the President, and senior leadership.  

 
A. How does the institution experience its relationship with the Sisters of Mercy and the 

CMHE? In what ways does this support sustain and enhance the mission at your 
institution? 

B. The Preamble to the Covenant makes clear the understandings and expectations of the 
Sisters of Mercy of the Americas, relative to the mission and identity of their sponsored 
colleges and universities. How does this understanding inspire and inform the culture and 
the lived experience of the Catholic/Mercy mission and identity of the institution?  

C. Are there parts of the Covenant which are unclear or confusing to you, or about which 
you need or want more education, formation or assistance in understanding and 
implementing them?  
 

2. What does the Mercy Catholic Mission mean for your institution? 
 

A. What does Mercy, Catholic mean within the context the institution’s academic mission?  
B. Specifically, what does does Mercy, Catholic mean when it is embraced or expressed 

personally (that is, by individual faculty, staff, students or trustees) and/or collectively as 
an institution of higher education?  

C. Name evidence-based “points of pride,” as well as any significant “gaps and challenges” 
to a robust Mercy, Catholic mission-focus that guides your institution?  

D. Describe any significant barriers that impede your institution’s progress in strengthening 
your “points of pride” or in addressing institutional “gaps and challenges.” As 
specifically as possible, what would help you in this work? 

E. Provide several examples of where and/or how the Mercy, Catholic mission and identity 
are experienced and engaged at all levels of the community. Where or in what ways 
would the community desire to see greater attention given to these?  

 
 

3. How does the institution focus and apply Mission within each of the Mission 
Integration Core Areas?   

CMHE has adopted a framework for mission integration that posits Catholic identity, Mercy heritage, charism 
and mission as its foundational elements. The Conference has further identified eight specific core areas where 
mission integration serves to inspire, animate and further develop the mission of the sponsored institution. 
(Refer to Mission Integration Core Areas.)  
 
The Self-Study should include verifiable evidence of institutional efforts in integrating 
aspects of Mission for each of the Core Areas. After reflection on the Mercy Way and 
Mission assessment criteria documents, consider each of the areas of integration. 

 
 

https://mercyhighered.org/mission-integration-core-areas/
https://mercyhighered.org/mission-integration-core-areas/
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A. To what degree and how does the institution utilize the CMHE supporting documents and 

other resources provided to inform and shape it policies, practices, and programs? 
Provide evidence-based examples and reflect on the impact on your institution.  

B. How effective is ongoing assessment of mission in further integrating the Mission 
Integration Core Areas in the work of the institution? What assistance (if any) would help 
in moving this agenda forward? 

 
4. What does the collected evidence demonstrate and tell about the vitality and 

effectiveness of Mission at this institution?  
 

A. Based on data, provide both qualitative and quantitative evidence, describe how effective 
Mercy, Catholic mission integration has been at your institution in terms of inspiration 
and animation relative to mission, its foundational elements, common characteristics of 
the Mercy Way and mission assessment guidelines.  

B. How does your institution integrate mission and identity into the strategic planning 
process? In what ways is it part of the plan’s assessment protocols? 

C. Based on your analysis of data and institutional experience, provide reflection regarding 
some of the challenges and opportunities and anticipating those that may be on the 
horizon.  

 
5. In terms of Mission, what is the “take away” from this Self-Study?  

 
Reflecting on the various aspects of Ex Corde Ecclesiae, the Mercy Way and the Mission 
Integration Core Areas as a whole, and based on your experience and available data, provide a 
summary reflection regarding the key challenges that are manifested presently and those that 
may be on the horizon in terms of the Catholic/Mercy mission at your institution. Consider 
including thoughts, conclusions or plans about the following in your summary reflection: 
 

A. What can you as an institution raise up, cherish and celebrate?  
B. What parts of this Self-Study can you replicate, enhance, carry into other areas or share 

with other Mercy institutions?  
C. What in this Self-Study would be best described as surprises? Disappointments? 
D. What are the key needing attention, changes, or support?  
E. What are your 3-4 most central steps or plans going forward?  
F. Any other thoughts, needs or suggestions you wish to share with CMHE regarding your 

institution and its Mercy, Catholic mission and charism? 
G. Any thoughts, needs or suggestions you wish to share about the helpfulness of (or further 

clarity needed) regarding the Appendix documents to the Self-Study Guide? 


