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At its base, accreditation is a simple process:  it assures that an entity meets standards of quality when judged by an objective, peer review process.  Though simple in concept, it can be complex in its execution.  To begin to understand accreditation, one must recognize several basic principles:

· Accrediting agencies operate on the principle of peer review

· Different agencies exist for different purposes; that is, they have a defined scope.  There are two general categories of accreditation:  regional (institutional) and specialized (focusing on a specific program, usually a professional program).*

· Specialized accreditation agencies must specify the domain in which they propose to accredit.  That is, they must define the boundaries of the discipline and define standards of quality.  In professional domains, this is often done in conjunction with employers. In addition, they demonstrate that there is a need for quality assurance in the proposed field. 
· Accrediting agencies themselves are subject to a form of peer review called “recognition.”  Just as there area “diploma mills” for degrees and certificates, there are “accreditation mills” that suggest that a program or institution has undergone peer review equivalent to regional or institutional accreditation.  The legitimate recognition bodies are the Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA) and the Association for Specialized and Professional Accreditors (ASPA).  Brief overviews of these associations are included in this packet.  A trustworthy accrediting agency generally seeks recognition by one of these bodies to attest that it adheres to the standards of good practice.  This recognition process involves peer review as well as additional fees. 
· In the U.S., the quality assurance function is carried out by non-governmental agencies, but these agencies are subject to review by the Department of Education.  One reason for this review is that the Federal government provides financial support to higher education through grants and loans; an institution’s or program’s accreditation status is a necessary condition to receive federal funding. 

· Increasingly, accreditation focuses on educational outcomes.  This approach is not without its critics, as it becomes increasingly difficult to specify meaningful outcomes at advanced levels of education. 
· In education, accreditation applies to institutions and to programs, not to individuals.  Certification and licensure apply to individuals. 
* There is a third category known as national accreditation that accredits “single purpose” institutions such as theological seminaries.

