INSTRUCTIONAL MODULE ONE: Review Process and Structure




Module One, Review Process and Structure, explains the basic process established for reviewing university personnel preparation programs. This module includes:

1.  Structure of the Higher Educational Accreditation Commission (HEAC), Accreditation Review Panel (ARP) and the AER Accreditation Commission (AERAC) 
2.  Additional information for reviewers including qualifications, terms of service, and ethical obligations
3.  Application process
4.  Review process
5.  Granting or denying approval
6.  Appeals process

1. Structure of the Three Committee/Panels 

There are three groups involved with the accreditation of higher education personnel preparation programs: the HEAC, the ARP, and the AERAC.  

The Higher Education Accreditation Commission (HEAC)

Definition: The HEAC is a standing committee within AERAC that operates at the direction of the AERAC board of directors.

Members: This committee consists of a chair, one member from AT, one member from O&M, one member from TSVI, one member from VRT, one member from LVT, and one member at large.  

Responsibilities: This committee is responsible for monitoring the review process and determining what will be required for accreditation of programs. It is responsible for updating the core and curricular standards as needed. 

Accreditation Review Panel (ARP)

Definition: The ARP is a four-person team selected from the pool of trained reviewers available to conduct reviews of university personnel preparation programs.

Members: Review teams of four are assigned to each application and consist of three people from the specialty area being reviewed and one from a different area; one of the reviewers must be a university faculty member. 

Responsibilities of reviewers: Teams of four reviewers will be assigned to each program 	 application. They will review the completed application and all supporting documentation.    They conduct teleconference interviews with students, faculty, and administrators to verify the    accuracy of the application and adherence to standards. The reviewers discuss their findings by    email and/or teleconference and submit a single report of their findings and recommendation for    full approval/provisional approval/ or non-approval to the HEAC.  If there is a split decision    between the reviewers on the program meeting any of the core requirements, the Chair of the    HEAC will be called upon to cast the deciding vote.  Likewise, if the review team cannot come to    agreement on whether or not to recommend approval, the Chair of the HEAC will make the   determination.
NOTE: Extensive information about the review process and decisions for approval can be found below and in the modules on core and curricular standards.

Association for the Education and Rehabilitation of the Blind Accreditation Council (AERAC)

Definition: The AER Accreditation Council consists of twelve board members independent of the board of AER.  

Members:
The Council Chair has the primary responsibility for recruiting and appointing Council members.

Responsibilities of the AERAC: The AERAC is responsible for the following:  
· Approve and or deny accreditation.
· Define standards and criteria for evaluation of entities and programs and assure compliance to the standards.
· Develop methods for measuring the effectiveness of standards and the accreditation process.
· Establish guidelines and policies applicable to the accreditation and approval process.
· Hear and decide appeals related to the denial of full accreditation.
· Establish the re-evaluation of standards cycle and make improvements to the standards as needed.

Accreditation Council members have two primary responsibilities: 
a. Ensure that standards are current, relevant and reflect the highest level of quality.
b. Render final accreditation decisions. Accordingly, Council members are required to:
(1)  Fully review the final reports of each pending accreditation in advance of casting an accreditation decision vote.
(2)  Ensure that policy and procedures are followed and announce any conflicts of interests that might exist prior to casting an accreditation vote and if required agree to be recused.

As such the AERAC is responsible for reviewing the recommendations of the HEAC in regard to the granting of approval status. 


2. Information Regarding Reviewers

Qualifications of Reviewers
a. Three or more years of recent (i.e. within the last 5 years) related field and/or administrative experience or at least 10 years of prior related experiences.
b. No conflict of interest with the organization or higher education institution seeking accreditation.
c. Completion of the reviewer training and exam with a “passing” score of 80 or better.
d. Excellent oral and written communication skills.

Ethical Obligations of Reviewers

Reviewers have an ethical obligation to review programs objectively and to render their decision based on the information gathered in the review process. Any personal or professional opinions on areas outside the review process should not affect their decisions. Reviewers who fail to objectively review programs may be removed from the review panel.

Reviewers have a responsibility to recuse themselves from a review if they have a conflict of interest. Given the small size of our field, simply knowing a faculty member at a program does not constitute a conflict of interest.  A significant relationship with a program or someone related to a program would lead to an inability to objectively evaluate a program and is considered a conflict of interest. University programs may request that a member of a review team be replaced if the program believes that person has a conflict of interest.

3. Application Process

Applications are accepted at any time throughout the year. Whenever possible, reviews will be completed and approval status granted within 90 days.

To be considered for accreditation, a program must submit a completed application (Letter of Intent and Information Form), a self-study of all core and curricular standards, any necessary supporting documents to prove that standards are being met, and the required application fee. All application materials are to be submitted electronically to AER.

All application materials and standards packet can be found on the Higher Education page on the AER website:  www.aerbvi.org 

4. Review Process

Once a completed application is received, the HEAC approves the assignment of a four-member Accreditation Review Panel to complete the review. The reviewers participate in a conference call to assign responsibilities for the review. The core standards must be reviewed by all four of the panel members.  Each of the curricular standards must be reviewed by at least two members of the review team to provide for interrater reliability. Review teams may choose who reviews which components.  All review panel meetings are arranged by the AERAC accreditation manager who also facilitates the entire review process.

After reviewing the materials, each reviewer completes the last columns of the self-study form by scoring each core standard and each curricular standard as either fully met, partially met, or not met/insufficient information. The information and supporting documents provided by the program should provide sufficient information for the reviewers to score each standard. The review team should note if there is insufficient information to determine that standards are met so that questions about those standards can be addressed in the teleconference interviews.

After gathering as much information as possible from the submitted application, the reviewers engage in at least two additional conference calls to discuss the Core and the Curricular ratings the have made.  Then the reviewers share or divide responsibility for at least one teleconference with program students, and one teleconference with program faculty and administrators. The purposes of the teleconferences are: (1) to confirm that the information represented in the application packet is accurate and reflects the true state of the program; (2) to complete evaluation of those standards that cannot be fully documented in the supporting documents and must also be evaluated through interviews. For example, whether or not program accessibility meets the students’ needs should be reflected in the application and confirmed by interviews with students and faculty; and (3) some standards can be answered best through interviews. However, if the team feels that the application did not provide enough information, the team is NOT expected to use the interview to gather information that should have been submitted in the application.  In that case, the university is asked to supply the missing information in written form.  Once the interviews have been completed and any additional documentation that is required has been received, the Accreditation Review Panel meets one more time to write a summary which includes a recommendation to HEAC regarding accreditation status.  The AERAC accreditation manager conveys the panel’s recommendation to HEAC.

5. Granting or Denying Approval

The core criteria must all be met for each section of the core standards for full approval as outlined in Module 2. Also for full approval at least 95% of the curricular standards must be fully met and the remaining standards partially met (see approval statuses below).  Provisional approval can be granted if one of the absolute core standards is not met and/or if only 85% to 94% of the curricular standards are met.  Provisional approval requires that the program commit to meeting all core standards and achieving 95% of curricular standards within one year and compliance will be determined by the AERAC.  After one year, if the standards are met, the approval status will be changed from provisional to full approval.  If the standards are not met after one year, the approval status will be changed to non-approved.  Students graduating from a provisionally approved program will be considered to have graduated from an approved program.  Detailed information about scoring core standards is provided in Module 2 and scoring curricular standards in Module 3. 


AER Accreditation Statuses
Criteria are divided between core and curricular.  The core criteria can be subdivided into administrative, faculty, clinical, and assessment/program evaluation criteria.  
Full Accreditation: the university program has met the minimum standards in all of the criteria designated as core, and has met at least 95% of the criteria designated as curricular.  
Provisional Accreditation:  the university program did not meet minimum standards in one of the core criteria and/or met between 85% and 94% of the criteria designated as curricular, and the program agrees to rectify this shortcoming(s) within the short term. Provisionally accredited programs that have demonstrated that they meet the conditions stipulated by the AERAC within one year from the date of review will be granted full accreditation status.   Students who enter an AERAC reviewed program with a status of provisional accreditation, and who successfully complete the degree, are considered to have completed an AERAC accredited program. 
Not Accredited:  the university program did not meet minimum standards in a large number of criteria and this situation cannot be remedied in the short term. 

NOTE: The Accreditation Review Panel final report will be sent to the university so that the program can see which areas were fully met, partially met, or not met.  
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Association for the Education and Rehabilitation of the Blind and Visually Impaired
University Personnel Preparation Program Approval
Review Team Report Form



Name of University: Program:
Date Application Submitted: Date Report Completed:



Check one:

This program MEETS the requirements for AER approval.

This program DOES NOT MEET the requirements for AER approval.




Summary of Core Standards Met:

/9 Absolute administration standards fully met

/4 Critical administration standards fully or partially met

/8 Absolute faculty standards fully met

/11 Absolute clinical standards fully met

/9 Assessment/Program Evaluation standards fully met




Summary of Curricular Standards Met (Complete only the section for the program reviewed)


Number of standards fully met

Number of standards partially met

Number of standards not met




If the program does NOT meet the requirements for approval, complete the following section: The following core standards were not wholly or fully met:



The following curricular standards were not wholly or fully met:




Comments:




Reviewer 1: Reviewer 2: Reviewer  3:
Reviewer  4:
6. Challenges and Appeals.

Challenge of reviewer:

Programs may choose to challenge any reviewer on the review team prior to the beginning of the review. Programs can request the replacement of any member of the review team due to a perceived conflict of interest by submitting their request to the chair of the HEAC within 7 calendar days of notification of the review team members. The HEAC will consider the appeal and, if warranted, replace the team member.



Appeal of Accreditation Decision:


Programs may choose to appeal the decision of the AERAC.  The appeal will be forwarded to the AERAC who will appoint an independent committee to investigate the facts of the appeal and make a recommendation to the AERAC.  The full process is defined in the AERAC Policies and Procedures Manual.  The current manual can be found at:  https://aerbvi.org/the-national-accreditation-council/ 
