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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Introduction

According to the Council for Higher Education
Accreditation, “Accreditation in higher education
is a collegial process of self-review and peer review
for [the] improvement of academic quality and pub-
lic accountability of institutions and programs.”
Accreditation is a cyclic endeavor, generally involv-
ing five steps: 1) a self-study, 2) a site visit by peers,
3) a follow-up report, 4) a pronouncement by the ac-
crediting agency on whether to accredit the program
or institution, and 5) a mid-term report and review.
At the end of the term, the process cycle begins again.

Within the boundaries of this formula there is po-
tential for great variation in the standards by which
institutions or programs are measured. Institutions
have the flexibility to establish their missions, set
goals, and explain how they achieve them. Accreditors
are moving away from inputs-based measures to out-
comes-based measures. As a result, guidelines and
standards are less prescriptive.

The purpose of this survey was to identify the
scope of accreditation standards and the data provid-
ed by libraries to meet the requirements of accrediting
bodies. The results may help libraries identify and
understand what standards exist, and how their con-
tributions lead to successful accreditation and reac-
creditation for their parent institutions. Additionally,
this survey sought to identify how deeply ARL librar-
ies are involved in the accreditation process at the
institutional level. As libraries strive to establish their
impact and value in higher education, this measure is
one way to gauge how institutional leaders perceive
their libraries’ contributions. Forty-one of the 115 aca-
demic ARL member libraries (36 US and 5 Canadian)

responded to the survey between March 26 and April
30 for a response rate of 37%.

Regional and Programmatic Accrediting Agencies
There are six regional accrediting agencies in the
United States. Canadian accreditation is done at the
provincial rather than the federal level. Each of the
responding US institutions is a member of one of the
six regional agencies. The distribution of respondents’
membership in a regional accrediting agency is shown
in Table 1 below.

Table 1. Respondents’ and Institutions’
Membership in Regional Accrediting Agencies

Regional Agency Survey Agency'sARL %
Respondents ~ Members

North Central 12 32 38%

(NCA-HMC)

Southern 9 24 38%

(SACSCOCQ)

Middle States 7 20 35%

(MSCHE)

Northwest 3 5 60%

(NWCCU)

Western 3 9 33%

(WASCQ)

New England 2 9 22%

(NEASC-

CIHE)

Canadian 5 16 31%

TOTAL 41 115 37%
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The survey also asked respondents if their institu-
tions belonged to various programmatic accrediting
agencies. All but two (95%) reported they are mem-
bers of one or more programmatic accrediting bodies.
They identified 127 agencies that can be organized
into 15 categories: 1) architecture and construction
science; 2) agriculture; 3) business; 4) computer sci-
ence, engineering, engineering technology, and sci-
ence; 5) dentistry; 6) dietary; 7) education; 8) health
care management; 9) medicine; 10) nursing; 11) phar-
macy; 12) psychiatry, psychology, and social work;
13) therapy; 14) veterinary medicine; and 15) other
programs. The agencies most frequently identified
were ABET (applied science, computing, engineer-
ing, and engineering technology), the Association
to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB),
the American Psychological Association (APA),
the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher
Education (NCATE), and the American Association
of Colleges of Nursing (CCNE).

Accreditation Reports and Site Visits

Thirty-nine of the responding libraries (95%) have
participated in a regional or programmatic report in
the last five years. Of these, 37 indicated they have
participated in between one and 18 reports, for a total
of 201. This is an average of 5.43 accreditation reports
per library (o = 3.83) during the last five-year period.

The highest number of reports were prepared for
the National Architectural Accrediting Board (16)
and ABET (15). The National Association of Schools
of Music (8), NCATE, and the Council on Social Work
Education (7 reports each) followed distantly. The sur-
vey asked respondents to select one report and briefly
describe the library elements the agency asked for and
what recommendations the agency had for the library.
Seventeen respondents described regional agency
reports; 27 described programmatic reports. In most
cases, the accrediting agencies’ follow up reports did
not contain any specific recommendations regarding
the institution’s libraries.

Of the 37 survey respondents who have partici-
pated in the preparation of an accreditation agency
report, 28 (76%) indicated they had participated in a
regional or programmatic accreditation visit in the

last five years. These added up to a total of 100 visits
with an average of 3.70 per library (o = 2.49). Visits at
each institution ranged from 1 to 10 in the five-year
span. Eleven respondents briefly described a visit by
a regional accrediting agency; 17 reported on a pro-
grammatic agency visit.

Staff Participation in the Accreditation Process
The library staff who participate in the accreditation
process varies, but associate directors (17 responses,
or 55%) and directors (15, or 48%) are the most fre-
quentparticipants. Other individuals who participate
in report preparation, committee work, or site vis-
its include subject librarians (such as “subject librar-
ian for Journalism and Mass Communication”) and
branch librarians (e.g., “Head Veterinary Medicine
Library”)—particularly in the programmatic accredi-
tation process—collection management librarians, and
bibliographers. While survey comments indicate that
library participation is not treated as a single-person
assignment in many cases, only a few respondents
indicated that a committee was formed for the ac-
creditation process.

Associate directors have the broadest involvement,
from serving on institutional accreditation groups,
to preparing reports, to meeting with site visitors.
Subject librarians and department or branch library
heads most often prepare reports and meet with the
visiting evaluation team. Directors most often play a
role in the accreditation team visit.

Although respondents indicated that library staff
worked with their institutional research office to
prepare the accreditation report (36%) or to prepare
for the site visit (29%), a greater percentage (58%) re-
sponded there was no interaction with that office.
However, since some responses were for program-
matic reviews rather than regional accreditation, in-
volvement with the central institutional data office
might not be warranted. The college, department, or
faculty under accreditation review would typically
address programmatic accreditation requirements. So,
library involvement in the accreditation process may
have been at the college/departmental rather than at
the institutional level.
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Online Assessment Management Systems

The survey asked whether the respondent’s institution
is using an online assessment management system
(OAMS) to document outcomes, improvements, and
quality enhancement plans. The implementation of
these systems follows the trend among accrediting
agencies to not only require institutions to report on
their current states of compliance, but also demon-
strate continuous evaluation and improvement within
schools’ processes and outcomes. Only 14 respondents
(37%) report that they are using an OAMS.

Although there are several products on the mar-
ket, most of the institutions use a system developed
in-house (8 responses, or 57%). The commercial
products being used by ARL institutions include
WEAVEonline, StudentVoice, CollegeNet, Compliance
Assist, iQuest, LiveText, Nuventive, and Taskstream.
None of the respondents are using Academic
Management Systems, Concord, Dataliant, Insight
Assessment, Smarter Services, TK20, Waypoint, or
WIDS.

Note: The survey did not inquire about the use of
faculty reporting systems that can generate formatted
reports that match agency standards or requirements,

such as faculty qualifications and research productiv-
ity for accreditation purposes.

Data Reported

The data each accrediting agency requires to meet
standards runs the gambit of specificity. Some agen-
cies have precise data sets that must be reported as
evidence of compliance. Other agencies require that
institutions not only demonstrate compliance but also
identify and justify the types of data used to support
the school’s claim to compliance. Some examples:

“The library services and the computing and in-
formation infrastructure must be adequate to sup-
port the scholarly and professional activities of the
students and faculty.”
ABET, Inc. Criterion 7

“Library Resources. Library collections and other
resources are sufficient to support the program’s
mission and educational objectives.”

American Society of Landscape Architects (ASLA)
— Landscape Architectural Accreditation Board
(LAAB) Criterion 7C

Table 2: Library Data Reported for Accreditation

Collection Holdings (print, online)
Library Facilities & Equipment
Financial Data -
Library instruction sessions
Collection Usage
Staff Qualifications /Expertise -
Info Svcs Transactions (e.g., reference) -
ILL Transactions
Digital projects & usage
Qualitative data -
Scholarly Comm Activities

Other Data

949
047,
81%
| | 74I%
749
71%I
65%
I58%
5|5%
527;:
42%

35%

0% 20%

40% 60% 80% 100%
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Table 3: Methods Used to Collect Qualitative Data

Total Market Surveys

Focus Group Interviews
Customer Advisory Panels
Other

First/ Graduating Yr Surveys
Service Reviews

Employee Field Reporting 6%

Transactional Surveys 6%

13%

81%

69%

50%

50%

31%

0%

Survey respondents were asked to indicate what
quantitative library data they reported for accredita-
tion purposes. Not surprisingly, libraries contributed
data to demonstrate institutional commitment, such
as print and online holdings data, facilities and equip-
ment, and financial data. They also contributed data
that demonstrate engagement, such as circulation and
interlibrary loan data, library instructional sessions
conducted, and reference transactions. Most respon-
dents (71%) indicated they provided evidence of staff
qualifications and expertise, ranging from academic
credentials to library faculty journal editorship and
editorial board membership.

The survey also asked what methods the library
uses to collect qualitative data for accreditation pur-
poses, specifically those types identified by Leonard
Berry.? Eighty-one percent reported using a total
market survey such as LibQUAL+". Focus groups
are the next most frequently employed method, with
customer advisory panels and other qualitative meth-
ods being used less frequently. Only one respondent
reported using transactional surveys, even though
these types of surveys have the broadest possible
applications (e.g., in person reference transactions,
online reference transactions, use at the conclusion
of a website transaction, completion at the end of an
instructional session, etc.) and are, relatively speak-
ing, the easiest to construct.

20%

40% 60% 80% 100%

Overall, 31 of the survey respondents (76%) indi-
cated they used quantitative devices to collect data
for accreditation purposes, compared to only 18 (44%)
that use qualitative tools to demonstrate library im-
pact for accreditation reporting.

Conclusion

As one respondent noted, “Library staff do not always
know how library-contributed data is summarized
for inclusion in [a] final report to the agency. Library
staff have also noted that often the questions asked
by the accrediting agency about library resources and
services seem ‘out of date” with current collection and
service models.” The data collected in this survey sup-
ports that perspective; those accrediting agencies that
ask libraries to provide data still tend to ask for a report
of volumes or subscription counts. However, another
respondent noted, “Over the past several years, we've
seen a trend away from a lot of very detailed questions
(e.g., about numbers of volumes) to a more open-ended
‘describe library resources” sort of approach. When
we meet with reviewers, we are hearing slightly less
emphasis on collections overall (though more empha-
sis on off-campus access to e-collections) and more
emphasis on facilities than in the past, e.g., questions
about ample study space—including availability of
separate spaces for group work and quiet study, 24-hr
access to the building, adequacy of wireless service.”
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It may be that the survey was conducted during
an extended time of transition for accrediting agencies
and higher education institutions. Accrediting bodies
are shifting quantitative measures of library effective-
ness (volume counts, hours open) to outcomes-based,
qualitative measures. Libraries now must explain how
their operations enhance student learning and institu-
tional effectiveness, and, as a result, have a great deal
of flexibility in how justification is provided. Libraries
must determine what is appropriate and adequate,
and make the case they meet the standards set by
accrediting bodies.

For the time being, ARL member libraries can
neither stop counting nor avoid justifying their ef-
fectiveness in supporting the mission of the larger
institution. While a one-size-fits-all approach to pro-
gram reviews and accreditation is neither feasible
nor desirable, there is merit in a holistic approach to

collecting and reporting library assessment data for
accreditation. In 2005, ARL library directors indicated
that the current ARL statistics failed to adequately de-
scribe or measure the effectiveness and impact of a 21*
century research library. Since then, ARL has begun
to lead the way in identifying more flexible statistics,
including both quantitative and qualitative metrics,
which can be collected and used as comparisons and
benchmarks to each of its member institutions.

1 Council for Higher Education Accreditation.
“CHEA-at-a-Glance” (2006), http://www.chea.

org/pdf/chea_glance 2006.pdf Accessed August

18, 2012.

2 Berry, Leonard L. On Great Service: a Framework for
Action. New York: Free Press, 1995.
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