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Accreditation
adds value to an

education institution’s

systems

ACCREDITATION AND
DISTANCE EDUCATION

In the higher education community, distance education (DE) has been
perceived as not being as good as contact education or as a last resort.
Actually, it is just a different way of delivering education and is often
the first choice of the working adult. However, the perception of inferior
quality means that DE needs to show it is at least as good as contact
education, and can meet the same rigorous academic standards.

Accreditation certifies the credibility, integrity and achievements of
educational institutions to students, the public, government and fund-
ing agencies on national and international levels. It is closely linked to
quality assurance, as it certifies the quality of an institution and/or its
programmes against a set of pre-determined standards.

Accreditation adds value to an education institution’s systems
and gives both the local public and international higher education
community confidence in your programmes, whatever the delivery
mode. Accreditation is advantageous to both educators and students,
and helps ensure wider acknowledgement and transferability of the
qualifications and credits your institution confers.

Internationally, accreditation as it has evolved to the present day
started in the United States with the University of Minnesota, which ac-
credited certain high schools from which they were prepared to accept
students. In 2005, UNESCO estimated that 60 countries worldwide
have accreditation systems. Most focus on contact education but there
is increasing interest in DE, particularly eLearning.

ACCREDITATION AND
DEVELOPING NATIONS

With globalisation, developing nations face increased international
credit transfer and competition for students. In cross-border education
delivery, the providing DE institution must collaborate effectively with
the host country’s government and be sensitive to the host country’s
culture and higher education policies. To achieve this, accredita-
tion—the external certification of quality and standards—is as important
as internal self-regulation.

DE institutions can refer to the UNESCO/Qrganization for Economic
Co-operation and Development Guidelines for Quality Provision in
Cross-Border Higher Education, which aim to protect stakeholders and
encourage sustainable, high quality education across borders through
collaboration between the sending and receiving countries.

Accrediting agencies help ensure quality through transparent
evaluation procedures for programmes and institutions (domestic and
cross-border); recognising foreign qualifications; and collaborating
with similar agencies in other countries on good practices, minimum
standards and appropriate methods.

ACCREDITATION OPTIONS

In accreditation, institutions are not evaluated against one another but
against mutually established standards derived through stakeholder
participation. This means that a broad range of institutions and edu-
cation delivery modes can be certified, including contact, distance or
blended delivery, and degree or vocationally-oriented institutions.

Options range from regional, national or international accreditation
of an institution, to accreditation of programmes or departments within
an institution. Accreditation can focus broadly or on a particular field,
such as engineering or teacher education; some professional bod-
ies are involved in maintaining accreditation and quality assurance
standards in their fields. In some countries, either public or private
institutions must be accredited; in others, both must be accredited.

Accreditation usually runs in five or six year cycles, so institutions
are not constantly under examination. However, institutions with a
combination of professional, institutional and programme accreditation
have more frequent accreditation visits.

The aim of accreditation is improvement, accountability, or both.
Accountability relates to public confidence, and in the case of cross-
border provision, relates to international confidence.

For institutions that provide cross-border education, obtaining
accreditation from the host countries is advisable and sometimes
mandatory; for instance, South Africa and Nigeria require all private
providers to accredit their programmes.

DE or blended mode institutions should seek accreditation for
the institution at large, as well as for individual programmes, on a
national and professional level. However, if local or national accredit-
ing agencies do not deeply understand DE’s special characteristics,
their accreditation processes might not add sufficient value to DE
institutions. In such cases, DE institutions might seek accreditation
from a dedicated DE accrediting agency outside their own country;



Accreditation certifies the credibility,
of educational institutions

for instance, Britain, Europe and the United States have organisations that
focus on DE accreditation.

Accreditation tends to be part of the government regulatory framework
even when administered by non-governmental agencies and is always linked
to quality assurance.

For instance, in Australia the Department of Education, Science and
Technology provides national quality assurance and accreditation. Australian
universities are self-accrediting, but the Australian Universities Quality Agency
conducts institutional audits and publishes online reports and best practice.

In South Africa, the South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) maintains
the National Qualifications Framework. The Higher Education Committee of
the Council on Higher Education officially accredits programmes, conducts
institutional audits and builds capacity for peer evaluation using generic criteria,
with limited reference to DE.

In India, the National Assessment and Accreditation Council offers volun-
tary accreditation. Their institutional accreditation system focuses on policies,
governance structures and programmes, while a departmental accreditation
system focuses on teaching and research by subject area.

Who accredits the accreditors? Accrediting bodies must be perceived as
legitimate. For instance, in Pakistan the Higher Education Commission sets up
accrediting bodies and helps build capacity, enhancing the Commission’s own
evaluational reliability. In South Africa, SAQA accredits education and training
quality assurance bodies according to published criteria, for set periods.

Considerations for institutions seeking an accrediting agency:

o How responsive is the accrediting agency to international trends?
o How are stakeholders involved in developing standards and
peer review?
o |Is the focus on accountability and/or improvement?
o s the focus on programmes or the whole institution?
o How does accreditation impact on university autonomy?
o How holistic is the evaluation?

THE ACCREDITATION PROCESS

Internationally, accreditation best practice involves some or all of the
following:

o Transparent criteria communicated in advance, usually developed
with stakeholder involvement

o Awidely published application procedure, including costs that might
be involved

o Abriefing meeting between the accrediting body and the institution

o Capacity building (training of evaluators and/or institution staff)

o Aself study produced by wide participation in the institution, based
on the pre-determined accreditation standards, including student
surveys

o Materials evaluation and a pre-evaluation readiness visit by peer
reviewers

o Analysis of self study and a site visit by peer reviewers (usually
senior people)

o Apeer report, with an opportunity for the institution to respond
before it is sent to the accrediting commission/agency; an appeals
procedure

o Animprovement cycle.

For DE institutional evaluation, the accreditation process should scrutinise
the actual DE systems since accreditation should be helpful to all aspects of

quality provision, not just the education programmes. Most DE institutional
accreditation processes also involve materials evaluation, which is less
common in accreditation for contact institutions.

In programme evaluation, dedicated DE or blended delivery institutions
should look for an accrediting agency that evaluates the quality of the learning
environment, such as print, online, face-to-face and other media. Programme
accreditation might not involve a site visit.

INSTITUTIONAL
ACCREDITATION

Itis more common to find a generic system for all education within a country
rather than dedicated DE accreditation. However, institutional accredita-
tion standards must consider DE's nature, systems and different modes of
academic delivery, including mixed mode delivery. DE specialists should be
involved in setting the minimum accreditation standards, and in serving on
peer review panels for universities offering DE components.

For example, the Open and Distance Learning Quality Council in the
United Kingdom (ODLQC) offers institutional accreditation to “all providers of
home study, distance learning, online or eLearning and other open learning
or flexible learning courses” that meet their standards. Their website gives
details of these standards, how to apply for accreditation, the process of ac-
creditation, a list of currently accredited providers and advice on quality. The
standards are divided into six sections: outcomes, resources, support, selling,
providers and collaborative provision. Good practice guides provide some
interpretation of the standards. They also have special notes for international
providers seeking accreditation.

In addition to meeting the Open and Distance Learning Quality Council’'s
standards, applicants have to provide information on the legal and quality
assurance frameworks in the countries they are based in; whether there
are statutory or regulatory distance education authorities, and whether the
applicant is registered with them; and whether the applicant's programmes
are already accredited.

The New Zealand Qualifications Authority is responsible for the approval,
accreditation and audit of programmes and institutions. They use a set of ge-
neric criteria but there is some reference to distance education. They also build
capacity in the system through workshops. Broad accreditation criteria include
goals and objectives; systems to achieve goals and objectives (governance,
personnel, resources, student support, programme delivery, assessment and
research); and achievement of goals and objectives. With regards to DE,
the accreditation workbook suggests that processes for managing distance
learners should ensure the learners’ needs and expectations are taken into
account and supported. Also noted are the need for employing experienced
DE staff; having appropriate resources; providing information and support
to students; the programme development and review process; systems for
monitoring student satisfaction; valid and reliable assessment; and systems
for recording student progress. They also insist on approving DE-oriented
delivery mode changes to ensure the systems in place support the change.
As systems are core to DE, the approval criteria are also guidelines for
institutions planning to move to a blended tuition mode.

In India, the National Assessment and Accreditation Council offers volun-
tary accreditation. Accreditation rests on seven criteria applied to all institu-
tions: curriculum; teaching, learning and evaluation; research; consultancy
and extension; infrastructure and learning resources; student support and
progression; organisation and management; and healthy practices. These
can be applied to a whole institution or adapted to evaluate an individual
department.
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CASE STUDY: INSTITUTIONAL ACCREDITATION,
SOUTH AFRICA

The University of South Africa (UNISA) is accredited by the Distance
Education and Training Council (DETC) accrediting commission. The
DETC is specifically accredited by the Council on Higher Education
Accreditation and the United States Department of Education to accredit
purely or predominantly DE institutions nationally within the United
States, both at school and post-secondary levels, including degree
granting institutions. The DETC also accredits international institutions
in Britain, Ireland, Europe, Australia and South Africa. UNISA manage-
ment approved the process as the DETC offered international accredita-
tion and DE benchmarks largely lacking within South Africa.

UNISA began accreditation preparations in mid 2000, submitted its
self-evaluation report (SER) in June 2001, received a site visit in August
2001 and was accredited in January 2002 for a five-year period. The
process described below may assist other institutions in preparing for
accreditation or in choosing an accrediting agency:

o Accreditation needs a champion at a university to drive
processes. A steering committee of one senior academic and
two senior administrative members of staff was appointed.
Their first task was to pass the Distance Education and
Training Council evaluator’s examination.

¢ Involve as many people as possible in accreditation
activities. The steering committee analysed the standards
and convened a meeting of all relevant stakeholders. People
were given three months to prepare the initial input, working
with relevant teams within their departments or faculties.

o A self-study takes time, up to twelve months. The steering
team started to gather policies and other necessary docu-
mentation that would be used as evidence to support claims
in the SER. Two drafts were prepared and circulated to all
the people who had attended the original meeting. All input
was included and the final SER prepared by the deadline.

e Good data is essential to self study. UNISA's academic
and administrative departments regularly collect data and
use them to improve services. Another department collects
institutional data and conducts studies on retention, student
services and staff research output. Despite being selective
with data, the SER was a massive document.

¢ There might be more than one accreditation phase if
programme evaluation is part of the institutional evaluation.
In the first phase, the university’s material was sent out to
specialists at other universities for evaluation. UNISA was
allowed to nominate candidates, usually deans of relevant
faculties at South African universities. This built capacity in
the South African system. Two of these academic evaluators
were also invited to be part of the examining panel, building
further capacity. One faculty had its material evaluated in the
United States, by a DETC-nominated person.

e Student input is vital. The DETC sent out surveys to
gauge student satisfaction, based on student contact details
provided by UNISA.

o Site visits are essential to institutional accreditation. An
examining panel of peer evaluators arrived to verify the univer-
sity’s claims in its SER, information in reports from materials

evaluators and responses from the student survey. In addition
to the South African panel members, the examining team
comprised its chairperson, the president of a United States
DE university, business and educational standards evalua-
tors from the United States, and a South African state agency
observer nominated by the Council on Higher Education. The
evaluation included one of the university’s regional offices as
well as the main campus and the School of Business Leader-
ship. The site visits took place over several days.

e Fairness and transparency are vital. The university was
sent a copy of the chairperson’s report and was allowed to
submit a response to it for consideration by the Accrediting
Commission.

PROGRAMME ACCREDITATION

Programmes are not accredited if they do not meet the set evaluation
standards.

CASE STUDY:

PROGRAMME ACCREDITATION, NIGERIA
University programmes are re-accredited every five years in Nigeria
through the National Universities Commission (NUC). The general
process described below could assist other institutions in preparing
for programme accreditation:

o Accreditation criteria are formulated and agreed on in
a series of forums by academics from all the universities.
These Minimum Academic Standards give details of require-
ments for programmes.

e The accrediting agency interacts with the institution in
preparation for the accreditation. NUC quality assurance
staff visit universities to inform them of the requirements and
to receive feedback.

o Aself-study is central to the accrediting process. The
universities complete a self study for each programme and
submitted the reports to NUC, where they are analysed by a
peer review panel comprising representatives from academic
specialisations and statutory professional bodies across
the country. A day-long pre-accreditation briefing is held for
panel members, referring to a manual of accreditation proce-
dures for academic programmes in Nigerian universities.

o Site visits are conducted by trained panels. Procedures
and findings are transparent. The panel visits end with a ses-
sion with the university vice chancellors or their representa-
tives, where they are given an opportunity to respond to
comments. The panel reports are then sent to the Commis-
sion and the results published.

Programmes could be awarded full reaccreditation for five years,
interim accreditation for two years or be denied accreditation. In the
latter case, the university may not register new students for that pro-
gramme until it can prove it has the necessary staff and facilities, but
must graduate its existing student programme enrollment.

NUC reported in 2006 that 1,343 undergraduate degree programmes
at 53 institutions were evaluated through a system of peer evaluation,
using about 500 full professors identified by the NUC or nominated by
the institutions. Both public and private institutions were evaluated.



ACCREDITATION

STANDARDS:
DE INSTITUTIONS

The standards of many well-established accreditation agencies focus
on traditional contact education, using broad generic criteria that apply
to all institutions rather than on specific DE criteria. More recent addi-
tions to their criteria focus on eLearning rather than DE as a whole.

To offer adequate DE accreditation, each accreditation agency
must develop an understanding of good DE practice and comprehend
the specific environment of each institution seeking accreditation. For
instance, the Council on Higher Education in South Africa uses generic
standards but recognises the need to train accrediting teams to evalu-
ate DE provision, whether at dedicated DE providers or for blended
mode tuition at traditionally contact institutions. They have contracted
with the South African Institute for Distance Education (SAIDE) and
the National Association of Distance Education and Open Learning in
South Africa (NADEOSA), to adapt the case studies in their training
portfolios to incorporate relevant DE elements.

In terms of peer review, large dedicated DE providers best under-
stand the systems that make DE different from contact delivery and
have the expertise to create quality courseware, particularly blended
print-based approaches. Yet bear in mind that a quality management
system that works for blended or dedicated distance providers might
not work as well for institutions that offer only niche courses through
distance, or who use purely online approaches.

As good practice and the environment are constantly changing,
DE providers must commit to:

e Conducting continual research into their practices, particu-
larly education delivery and student support systems

o Updating their policies and procedures based on this
research

¢ Benchmarking nationally and internationally to establish
good practice

o Using a variety of quality standards to give multiple perspec-
tives on their own systems and processes

o Becoming learning organisations.

ACCREDITATION AND
LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS

Accreditation standards can provide long term goals as they expose
an institution to good practices. As the Open and Distance Learning
Quality Council (2006) states: “Some standards represent best prac-
tice, and failure to meet them may not necessarily debar a provider
from accreditation but will highlight an area needing improvement for
continuing accreditation.”

Some accrediting bodies also outline standards and criteria for DE
courseware development. Institutions can use or adapt these toward
developing quality assurance-related planning or review documents.
For instance, the DETC and the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher
Education in the United Kingdom have specific online delivery standards
that can be used to develop ICT learning standards for DE institutions.

Accrediting agencies can also offer professional development
opportunities for academic, professional and administrative members
of the university community. The peer review system, that is currently
part of accreditation best practice internationally, ensures this. Peer
evaluation is an important component of accreditation and capacity
building in the system.

ACCREDITATION: BENEFITS
AND CHALLENGES

Some benefits of accreditation:

Helps institutions identify strengths and weaknesses through
standards-based self-evaluation and external peer review,
and to effect continuous improvement

Provides triangulated data on performance and educational
effectiveness (self-evaluation, peer review, student surveys)
Institution-wide involvement in this reflective process can
provide a new sense of purpose and identity

Provides individuals, employers and governments with
reliable information on the quality of education, which is
important both to the nation and for recognition in the global
knowledge economy

Peer-driven accreditation can positively affect education
quality because the training reviewers receive builds capac-
ity in the system and they observe or recommend good
practices across the system

Institutions that take the process seriously and involve as
many people on campus as possible in the self study can
use the results of the accreditation to improve the institution
Those involved in the accreditation system, as reviewers or
in drawing up or revising standards, will have quality assur-
ance standards that fit their institution’s needs and can bring
about continuous, systemic improvements.

However, bear in mind that accreditation can be expensive for the
institution and time-consuming for staff. The prospective institution
usually bears the costs associated with accreditation-related site visits
and some accrediting agencies require membership fees. Effective
management information systems are essential, as successful ac-

creditation depends on collecting relevant institutional data.
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