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ATS: the benefits of associate 
membership and accreditation
BY STEPHEN R. GRAHAM

Since 2010, ATS has accepted 70 
schools into associate membership, and 
since then, 57 schools have been accred-
ited by the Commission on Accrediࢼng.1 
Recently, an associate membership ap-
plicant asked about the impact of ATS 
membership on enrollment. Since enroll-  
ment trends are one of the most import-
ant data points across ATS and generate 
many inquiries to ATS staff, I was in-
trigued by the quesࢼon. As I began to explore 
enrollment pa�erns for newer member 
schools, the quesࢼon broadened into a larger 
one: Why do schools pursue ATS membership 
and accreditaࢼon?

Attaining accreditation, the ultimate destination of ATS 

membership, takes time and the investment of consider-

able institutional resources. Preparing the application ma-

terials for associate membership takes a number of 

months prior to submission in the fall preceding the next 

summer’s ATS/COA Biennial Meeting. An application sub-

mitted in September 2025, for example, will receive a final 

vote of the membership at the Biennial Meeting in 2026. 

Applications are processed during the academic year and 

voted on by the ATS Board of Directors in the spring. 

Those schools selected to continue in the process are 

voted on by the membership at the Biennial Meeting held 

during even numbered years in June. The expectation is 

that associate members will move with some dispatch 

toward accreditation, ultimately conferred toward accreditation, ultimately conferred by the ATS 

Board of Commissioners, normally between two to five 

years after becoming associate members. Since most 

theological schools, and perhaps especially newer ones, 

have their hands overfull keeping their educational pro-

https://www.ats.edu/About-ATS
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Enrollment trends of those recently accredited
Fifty-sFifty-seven schools have been accredited since 2010. 

Excluding the eight schools accredited in 2024 and 

2025 for whom there is obviously no change in enroll-

ment since accreditation, of the remaining 49 schools 

accredited in 2010 or later, 65 percent (32) have 

grown in headcount enrollment since the year of initial 

accreditation. Of those 32 schools, 20 have grown by 25 

percent or more, and 15 hpercent or more, and 15 have grown in excess of 55 per-

cent. One school’s enrollment has remained the same 

since its accreditation, and 16 (33 percent) have declined 

in headcount enrollment since the year of accreditation.

Compared to the overall enrollment trends across ATS, 

the growth of new member schools is significant:2

• Across the eight academic years from 2017–18 through 

    2024–25, fewer than half of all ATS schools grew in 

    headcount enrollment.  

• During two of those years, enrollment grew across all 

    ATS schools — in 54 percent of the schools in 2020–21 

    and in 55 percent of the schools in 2024–25.  

• In five of the years, overall enrollment grew: in 45 

    percent  of the schools in 2018–19, 2019–20, 2023–24; 

    in 47 percent  of the schools in 2021-22; and in 43 per-    in 47 percent  of the schools in 2021-22; and in 43 per-

    cent of the schools in 2022–23.

• In one year (2017–18), exactly half of the schools grew.  

https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/standards-of-accreditation.pdf
https://lillyendowment.org/
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There are probably many and varied reasons why the 

high percentage of newly accredited schools have in-

creased enrollment in an enterprise where growth is no 

longer the norm. Some are growing through innovative 

approaches and distinctive constituencies. Others are 

able to offer new programs that benefit from ATS accred-

itation. Some represent immigrant or previously under-

served communities that seek the confirmation of 

quality brought by ATS accreditation. Whatever the 

case, these new partners in the ATS membership bring 

significant gifts to the community, and while learning 

www.ats.edu
mailto:graham@ats.edu
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