Introduction to the Accreditation Handbook

Overview of Accreditation in California
Under the auspices of Senate Bills 148 (Bergeson, 1988) and 655 (Bergeson, 1993), the education community in California launched an initiative to create a professional accreditation and certification system that would contribute to excellence in California public education well into the 21st Century.  The Commission on Teacher Credentialing (CTC), the nation's oldest independent teaching standards board, has long engaged in credential program reviews.  The original Accreditation Framework, developed by the Accreditation Advisory Council to replace program review, represented a unique, pioneering effort to advance the quality of educator preparation through the creation of an integrated accreditation and certification system.  The Accreditation Framework of December, 2007, details the requirements of the CTC’s revised accreditation system and informed this version of the Handbook.

The 2007 Accreditation Framework substantially changed the accreditation process.  This handbook documents the procedures the Committee on Accreditation (COA) has put in place to implement the CTC’s Accreditation System.  The COA encourages both approved institutions and Board of Institutional Review (BIR) members to utilize this handbook.  The COA is committed to providing full disclosure of its accreditation process to all.  

The purposes of this accreditation system are 

· To be accountable to the public and the educator preparation profession regarding the knowledge, skills, and abilities of educators prepared in California. 
· To promote quality — both in educator preparation and in candidate performance.  

· To ensure that all educator preparation programs prepare all prospective educators to support students in acquiring the knowledge and skills defined in California’s K-12 Student Academic Content Standards.  

· To support all programs in focusing on continuous improvement based on the analysis of candidate competence data.

This accreditation system for California emphasizes the essential participation of professional educators in the development of accreditation policies and procedures, the conduct of institutional reviews, and the determination of accreditation decisions. Institutions have some choice of deadlines for critical documents and some new tasks have been added.  The twelve member COA, carefully selected from a pool of outstanding nominees, embodies the expertise, experiences, and commitment envisioned by the writers of the Accreditation Framework.

One action of the COA was to develop criteria for the selection of the Board of Institutional Reviewers (BIR) members who conduct accreditation visits and make recommendations regarding institutional accreditation to the COA.  These criteria plus other key elements of the system are contained in this Handbook to make clear the requirements and expectations of this unique system.  Finally, the Accreditation Framework provides significant options regarding national accreditation in lieu of state accreditation and the use of individual program standards other than California's for approved program sponsors as they prepare for initial and continuing accreditation.  In providing these options, the Framework also mandates that one accreditation decision be made for the entire institution rather than separate decisions made for each program. These changes, embodied in the Accreditation Framework, are intended to foster institutional options and innovations, and to increase the rigor of professional accreditation through the application of high professional standards.

A Reader's Guide to the Accreditation Handbook

The Accreditation Framework calls for the development of an Accreditation Handbook that is intended to provide information about all adopted accreditation procedures to both educator preparation institutions preparing for an accreditation visit and accreditation team members who will conduct the visit.  Thus, this single document is written for two audiences. The Handbook is divided into fourteen chapters and contains additional appendices.  A Glossary (Appendix D in the Framework is available to clarify terms used in the Accreditation Handbook and the Accreditation Framework. 
Chapter One provides specific information about the division of responsibility for professional accreditation matters between the CTC and the COA.  Although the legislation that mandated the development of the Accreditation Framework gave primary responsibility for making accreditation decisions to the COA, the CTC does have certain tasks to perform in this area.  These tasks are delineated in Chapter One. They should be of interest to institutions of higher education and to team members.

Chapter Two discusses the role of standards in the initial and ongoing accreditation of an institution and of its credential preparation programs.

Chapter Three provides information on the process of initial institutional and program approval.

Chapter Four provides an overview of the accreditation cycle and discusses the purposes and attributes of the cycle. 

Chapters Five through Seven discuss the three primary elements of the accreditation cycle.   Chapter Five discusses the role of the biennial report in the accreditation cycle and provides directions for developing the reports.  Chapter Six describes the program assessment process including and the kinds of documents that will be reviewed by a team of BIR members and how the review is summarized in a Preliminary Report of Findings to the institution prior to the site visit.  Chapter Seven will help institutions prepare for the institutional site visit which will focus primarily on institution’s implementation of the Common Standards and to confirm information provided through the biennial reports and the program assessment.  This chapter gives specific information about the actual procedures followed in the conduct of an accreditation visit.  The Accreditation Framework provides opportunities to individualize an accreditation visit.  Institutional representatives should confer with their assigned CTC state consultant if there are innovations or alterations to regular procedures of importance to the institution.  These chapters are focused on the on-going activities of the accreditation process, including special circumstances affecting institutions seeking national accreditation, either for their education unit or for individual credential programs.
Chapter Eight discusses the different kinds of accreditation recommendations that can be made by a team depending on the evidence reviewed by the team and as a result of the team’s deliberations.  The chapter presents the operational implications of each decision and describes what an institution must do to improve its accreditation status.
Chapter Nine addresses the possible follow-up activities that might take place in year 7 of the accreditation cycle. 

Chapters Ten and Eleven describe what team members do before and during a visit.  These chapters will be of particular interest to individuals who are trained, or wish to be trained, as Board of Institution Review (BIR) members.  Team training includes the information presented in these chapters but goes far beyond these words by providing simulations and other instructional activities.  Chapter Eleven focuses on the role of BIR members who are working as a site team and includes information about performing the various team member tasks.  The chapter also describes the data collection procedures utilized by team members.  
Chapter Twelve discusses the role of the team lead and articulates the particular responsibilities of the team lead while preparing for and conducting a site accreditation visit, and providing the final report to the COA.  This chapter focuses on the substantially enhanced role of the Team Lead.  

Chapter Thirteen discusses articulation between the state and national accreditation systems and is of primary importance to institutions interested in national accreditation.  These options are relatively new to California and represent powerful options related to California state accreditation.  Institutions may opt for a combination of state and national accreditation or combine national accreditation, state accreditation and experimental standards, all in one accreditation visit.  All institutions are urged to review these options carefully before determining which option is most appropriate for their own accreditation needs.

Chapter Fourteen discusses the on-going evaluation of the accreditation system.
The attachments provide the reader with examples of a sample team report and optional documents and standard forms used in the accreditation process.  The team report presented here is provided only to give an example of a complete team report.  It is not intended to serve as a model in its entirety.
By providing these chapters in a combined document, the COA believes that all constituents will have a clearer understanding of the revised professional accreditation process.

Finally, the Accreditation Handbook has been produced in a manner that will foster revisions and updates.  The COA intends this document to reflect its procedures and expects to make revisions in those procedures as the professional accreditation process continues.  The Handbook will be revised periodically.  Additionally, it is available on the CTC website. www.ctc.ca.gov. The COA welcomes comments and suggestions for improving its Accreditation Handbook.
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