
The Accreditation Process 

Like many independent schools, Detroit Waldorf School (DWS) is accredited by recognized accrediting 
bodies. Accreditation serves two purposes: first, it holds schools accountable and demonstrates to 
parents and the wider community that the school meets standards of good governance, is committed to 
maintaining a quality educational program, and follows practices aligned with its mission. Second, the 
accreditation process promotes school improvement through a formal and continuous cycle of 
introspection, evaluation, and revision. 

Two organizations accredit DWS: the Independent Schools Association of the Central States (ISACS) 
and the Association of Waldorf Schools of North America (AWSNA). The accreditation timeline and 
process of these two organizations are similar, and DWS undergoes a combined accreditation where the 
accreditation requirements for both organizations are addressed and met simultaneously. [DWS’s Early 
Childhood Center is accredited by a third body, the Waldorf Early Childhood Association of North 
America (WECAN)]. 

The ISACS/AWSNA accreditation process occurs on a seven-year cycle. In the first two years, the 
school begins a self-analysis, surveys constituents, and gathers data, then uses these inputs to write a 
Self-Study Report. In the Self-Study, the school identifies its strengths, weaknesses, and plans for the 
future. Early in the third year (April 2017 for DWS), an ISACS/AWSNA team composed of volunteer 
teachers and administrators visits the school. Based on the Self-Study and the visit, the team writes a 
Visiting Team Report outlining their observations and suggestions for improvement. In the remaining 
four years of the cycle, the school studies and responds to the Visiting Team Report, and incorporates 
findings from the Self-Study and the Visiting Team Report into long-range strategic planning. 

The Parent Survey 

One of the most important sources of information used to write the Self-Study is the survey of parents. 
DWS completed this survey in early 2015. The survey included 14 targeted questions covering all 
aspects of the school, and responses included what parents thought were positive aspects of the school as 
well as suggestions for improvement. All parents were invited to participate in the survey; answers were 
received from 40 families (31% of the total), an excellent response rate for a survey of this type.  

In the 2015 parent survey, parents were quite enthusiastic about the things they love about the school, 
and in general thoughtful and helpful when offering criticism or suggestions for improvement. Parents 
overwhelmingly liked the Waldorf curriculum, philosophy, and atmosphere, and the sense of community 
was important to many parents. Parents were generally satisfied with each facet of communication 
between the school and families, including admission interviews, parent-teacher conferences, answering 
general questions, and availability of financial information. 

The survey answers also covered potential areas of improvement. For example, although parents were 
generally positive about the fundraisers and understand their importance, a subset was unclear on how 
the fundraisers fit together and the need for all of them. In addition, many parents of upper-level 
children who were preparing for high school expressed concern about the rigor of the math and science 
curriculum, and the challenge and amount of homework.  

Parents also had specific suggestions for improvement. For example, some survey responses suggested 
online methods for parent-teacher conference sign-up; others suggested where DWS could be more 
accommodating for working parents – scheduling conferences, expanding summer programs, 
accommodating educational opportunities, and helping with childcare when DWS breaks do not align 



with those in the Detroit Public Schools. Since the survey, DWS has worked to implement many of 
these suggestions. 

The responses and perspectives from the survey were grouped by subject and used as input when writing 
the Self-Study. The longer-term suggestions and perspectives will also be used in the strategic planning 
process called for in the later years of the accreditation cycle. DWS plans to follow up with focus groups 
and similar forums to solicit input during the upcoming strategic planning process . 

The Self-Study Report 

The parent survey was just one input to the Self-Study Report. The Self-Study is intended to tell the 
story of the school, how it serves the students, and how it meets standards set by ISACS and AWSNA. 
More importantly, the Self-Study serves as an instrument of self-reflection, allowing the school to 
identify its strengths and where improvements can be made. 

Detroit Waldorf School’s Self-Study was completed in early 2017. Following ISACS’s guidelines, the 
Self-Study includes three broad sections: (a) an introduction to the school, its mission, and its history; 
(b) a main body composed of a series of reports on individual subjects; and (c) a conclusion that 
identifies major themes that occur throughout the body of the Self-Study. 

The main body of the Self-Study is divided by subject into about 40 individual reports, each 
approximately two to four pages long, which together cover all aspects of the school. Subjects include 
academics, arts, and movement for all grades, extended care, student assessment and support, school 
development, enrollment and marketing, outreach to the parent and local communities, governance of 
the school, financial affairs, faculty, facilities, and personnel practices. Each report was written by a 
separate committee familiar with the subject, and includes a narrative overview of the subject, the 
associated strengths and challenges, and recommended plans and priorities for improvement. 

The conclusion of the Self-Study identifies major themes that occur in multiple individual reports, and 
the strengths and challenges associated with each theme. DWS’s Self-Study identified five major 
themes: 

● Full Enrollment and Expansion Opportunities: DWS is the sole remaining independent school in 
a re-emergent city of Detroit. Its robust enrollment is a strength, but with that strength comes 
high expectations from the community and the challenge to balance the needs of modern families 
with the 100-year-old philosophy of Waldorf education. 

● Well-Developed Waldorf Curriculum and Philosophy: DWS teachers work collaboratively to 
update curriculum material and keep it relevant and applicable to 21st-century children, but 
require additional dedicated time to collate individual research and share curricular insights with 
the wider faculty and staff. 

● Engaged Parent Community: The parent community at DWS has stepped up to assist the school 
in a major way, and communication between faculty groups, parents, and the outside community 
has improved. Nevertheless, as the school grows, some people don’t feel included in a larger 
community, and being sensitive to this is a challenge. 

● Funding, Sources of Revenue, and Community: DWS has secured tremendous support for 
fundraising efforts, and grant funding and other financial support has been successful. However, 
there is still a great need for increased grant funding, donor relations, and planned giving. 

● Collegiality, Collaboration, and Strategic Planning: DWS’s rapid growth has allowed for long 
overdue increases in faculty and staff wages, and improvements to the facility, but creates 



additional needs for personnel, programs, and space. Continued strategic and sustainability 
planning will be crucial for our future. 

 

The Visiting Team Report 

After the April 2017 visit to DWS, the ISACS/AWSNA accreditation team wrote a report, based on 
DWS’s Self-Study and information gathered during the visit. The Visiting Team Report is generally 
organized by the same topic lines used for the individual reports in DWS’s Self-Study. For each area, 
the team noted their general observations, and included “commendations” (strengths of the school) and 
“recommendations” (suggestions for improvement). 

The Visiting Team Report concludes with “major commendations” and “major recommendations,” 
which were the strengths and suggestions for improvement which the visiting team felt were of highest 
importance. The five major commendations from the visiting team were: 

● DWS’s dedication to the Waldorf educational philosophy and imaginative use of resources to 
maximize benefit to its students. 

● DWS’s aggressive recruitment strategy that has resulted in the near doubling of the school’s 
enrollment over the past 10 years. 

● The high quality, transparency, and insight of DWS’s Self-Study document. 
● DWS’s embodiment of Rudolf Steiner’s educational philosophy for more than fifty years 
● DWS’s commitment to the local community, to the city of Detroit, and to the diversity, economic 

and otherwise, of the school’s constituents 
 
The two major recommendations from the visiting team were: 
● DWS should renew its commitment to the strategic planning process. The team stated that a bona 

fide strategic planning process, which respects the input and derives benefit from all of the 
school’s constituencies, will help unlock the full potential of a school. 

● DWS should demonstrate for its constituencies the true value and benefits of a Waldorf 
education. The team believes that a formal practice of tracking alumni through and beyond high 
school would demonstrate the power of the Waldorf curriculum, and answer questions from 
current and prospective parents about DWS graduates’ experiences in high school. 

 

The Next Steps 

The accreditation process is a continuous cycle. Writing the Self-Study Report and hosting the visiting 
team are the most labor intensive portions of the cycle, but assessing and incorporating the findings from 
both the Self-Study and the Visiting Team Report are a crucial part of the accreditation process and the 
continuous improvement of the school.  

Detroit Waldorf School is committed to a continuous cycle of introspection, evaluation, and revision. 
The school has embarked on a formal strategic planning process, led by the Board of Trustees, which 
started in the fall of 2017. This strategic planning will incorporate and prioritize findings from the 
accreditation process, as well as using new data available from surveys or other sources. The process is 
responsive to the major recommendations made by the Visiting Team, and will also guide the school in 
long-term planning for the coming years. 


