
ACCREDITATION AND THE 
HEALTH PROFESSIONS 
As the health care world changes, the 
place of specialized accreditation in that 
world comes under review. Recent deci
sions of the ARRT and the NMTCB 
raised questions in the nuclear medicine 
technology community concerning the 
future of the accreditation process. Is the 
flexibility of this process sufficient to 
meet changing health care needs? Arti
cles in various publications suggest that 
institutional and specialized accredita
tion may be redundant or adversarial. 
The federal government itself is taking a 
position that federal purpose (i.e., nation
al good) should be demonstrated for 
accrediting agencies. 

Purpose of Accreditation 
Voluntary accreditation is a unique 
American process. It was established for 
two fundamental purposes: quality assur
ance and institutional and program 
improvement. Currently, nongovern
mental institutional and programmatic 
agencies extend accreditation. Agency 
responsibilities include: establishing cri
teria, authorizing institutional and pro
grammatic self-studies, visiting and eval
uating institutions at their request, and 
accrediting those institutions and pro
grams which meet the criteria. In the 
U.S., no institution or program is 
required to seek accreditation. Most eli
gible institutions and programs seek to 
become accredited because of the recog
nized value. In other countries, the main
tenance of professional and educational 
standards is a government function. 

Role and Relationship of 
Accrediting Agencies 
Accreditation is a process of recogniz
ing educational institutions and pro
grams for performance, integrity and 
quality which entitles them to the confi
dence of the educational community and 
the public. 

Institutional accreditation is national 
or regional in scope. An institutional 
accrediting agency evaluates the charac
teristics of whole institutions. The insti
tutional accrediting body assesses broad 
areas of institutions' operation such as 
governance and administration, financial 
stability, admissions and student person
nel services. Institutional accrediting 
commissions recognize that some 
aspects of an institution are always 
stronger than others. Meeting institution
al standards does not guarantee the qual-
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ity of individual programs, courses or 
graduates. 

Specialized or programmatic accredita
tion is granted by a number of national 
organizations representing a profession, 
such as architecture, law or medicine. 
Though each of these organizations has 
distinctive criteria, they have undertak
en accreditation as a means of protect
ing the public against professional 
incompetence. The focus of specialized 
accreditation is on the criteria necessary 
for professional preparation. The close 
relationship of the specialized accredit
ing agency with the professional associa
tion(s) for the field helps ensure that the 
requirements for accreditation are related 
to the current requirements for profes
sional practice. This specialized accredi
tation is recognized as providing a basic 
assurance of the scope and quality of 
professional or occupational preparation. 

Both institutional and specialized agen
cies conduct the accreditation process 
using a common pattern. The pattern 
requires integral self-evaluation by the 
institution or program in relation to crite
ria established by recognized authorities 
in the higher education or professional 
field, peer review through an on-site eval
uation visit, and recognition by an accred
itation status awarded to those institutions 
and programs meeting the criteria. 
The CORP A Handbook (1) states: 

Institutional and specialized accredi
tation are complementary. The focus 
of an institutional accrediting agency 
on an institution as a total operating 
unit provides assurance that the gen
eral characteristics of the institution 
have been examined and found to be 
satisfactory. The focus of a special
ized accrediting agency on a specific 
program provides assurance that the 
details of that particular program 
meet the external accreditation stan
dards. Institutional accreditation, con
cerned with evaluating the institution 
as a whole, does not seek to deal with 
any particular program in great detail 
although programs are reviewed as a 
part of the consideration of the entire 
institution. Specialized accreditation, 
speaking to a specific program, does 
not seek to deal significantly with the 
general conditions of the institution, 
although certain general conditions 
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are considered in the context in which 
the accredited program is offered. 

The Handbook of Accreditation by the 
Accrediting Commission for Senior Col
leges and Universities, Western Associa
tion of Schools and Colleges (2) states: 

Accreditation of the institution as a 
whole is not, and should not be inter
preted as being equivalent to special
ized accreditation of a part or pro
gram of the institution and should not 
be represented as such ... specialized 
accreditation does not purport to 
make judgments on the institution as 
a whole. 

Value of Accreditation 
In fulfilling its two purposes, quality 
assurance and institutional and program 
improvement, accreditation provides ser
vice of value to several constituencies in 
our society. To the public, the values of 
accreditation include: 
I. An assurance of external evaluation 

of the institution or program, and a 
finding that there is conformity to 
general expectations in higher educa
tion or the professional field. 

2. An identification of institutions and 
programs which have voluntarily 
undertaken explicit activities direct
ed at improving the quality of the 
institution and its professional pro
grams, and are carrying them out suc
cessfully. 

3. An improvement in the professional 
services available to the public, as 
accredited programs modify their 
requirements to reflect changes in 
knowledge and practice generally 
accepted in the field. 

4. A decreased need for intervention by 
public agencies in the operations of 
educational institutions, since their 
institutions through accreditation are 
providing privately for the mainte
nance and enhancement of education
al quality. 

To students, accreditation provides: 
I. An assurance that the educational 

activities of an accredited institution 
or program have been found to be sat
isfactory, and therefore meet the 
needs of students. 

2. Assistance in the transfer of credits 
between institutions, or in the admis
sion of students to advanced degrees 
through the general acceptance of 
credits among accredited institutions 
when the performance of the student 
has been satisfactory and the credits 
to be transferred are appropriate to the 
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receiving institution. 
3 A prerequisite in many cases for 

entering a profession. 
Institutions of higher education benefit 
from accreditation through: 
I. The stimulus provided for self-evalu

ation and self-directed institutional 
and program improvement. 

2. The strengthening of institutional and 
program self-evaluation by the 
review and counsel provided through 
the accrediting agency. 

3. The application of criteria of accredit
ing agencies, generally accepted 
throughout higher education, which 
help guard against external encroach
ments harmful to institutional or pro
gram quality by providing bench
marks independent of forces that 
might impinge on individual institu
tions. 

4. The enhancing of the reputation of an 
accredited institution or program 
because of public regard for accredi
tation. 

5. The use of accreditation as one means 
by which an institution can gain eli
gibility for the participation of itself 
and its students in certain programs of 
governmental aid to postsecondary 
education; accreditation is also usu
ally relied upon by private founda
tions as a highly desirable indicator of 
institutional and program quality. 

Accreditation serves the profession by: 
I. Providing a means for the participa

tion of practitioners in setting the 
requirements for preparation to enter 
the professions. 

2. Contributing to the unity of the pro
fessions by bringing together practi
tioners, teachers and students in an 
activity directed at improving profes
sional preparation and professional 
practice. 

Conclusion 
Professional accreditation was estab
lished to ensure and protect the public 
with regard to the competence and 
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course of instruction of those individu
als serving it in various professional 
roles. Certainly, this approach has been a 
significant success when viewed from 
the point of view of the standard ofliving 
we now take for granted, encompassing 
areas such as medicine, engineering and 
law among others. 

The methodology by which accredita
tion occurs, whether it be institutional, 
programmatic or certification examina
tion, is not in and of itself an issue. The 
public needs continuing assurance of 
quality. The existing accrediting mecha
nisms provide input from an extensive 
community of interest including the pub
lic, employers, graduates and accredi
tors. As with all peer-reviewed functions, 
it must be careful to be inclusive rather 
than exclusive and to be concerned with 
the quality of student and service provid
ed to the public. In this light, and with 
these ends, the objective of professional 
autonomy through a partnership of edu
cators, accreditors and regulators leads to 
the best protection for the public and stu
dents while continuing to provide a com
petent, compassionate and concerned 
work force in medicine. 
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Programs Requesting Voluntary 
Withdrawal of Accreditation 

Date of 
Notification 

Date of 
Next Review 

1999 

St. Anthony Hospitals, Denver, CO 
El Paso Community College, El Paso, TX 

May4, 1996 
February 6, 1996 

Duration 

Programs Granted Continued Accreditation 
The John Hopkins Hospital, Baltimore, MD 
University of Tennessee Medical Center at 

2000 

Programs Requesting Inactive Status 
Alton Ochsner Medical Foundation, 

New Orleans, LA 
Change in Program Sponsor 

July 1996-July 1998 

Knoxville, Knoxville, TN 
Galveston College, Galveston, TX 
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1999 
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