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Formation of External Review Panels 

By Laura Dare, Assistant Director, ALA Office for Accreditation 

 

From Prism, the newsletter of the ALA Office for Accreditation, “Spotlight on process and 

policy,” Spring 2010. 

 

Each issue, this column focuses on an aspect of process or policy of ALA accreditation. 

This edition’s column explores how panelists are selected for specific reviews. We hope 

you find it informative. If you have an idea for a future column, please send it to Laura 

Dare, ldare@ala.org. 

 

Forming an External Review Panel (ERP) is one of the most important – and challenging 

– aspects of coordinating the comprehensive review. Because accreditation is a peer-

review process, the panel as a whole must have the experience and expertise to 

understand the context of the program. This column will explain in more detail how 

panelists are selected for specific reviews. 

 

Approximately 18 months before the review visit, the Office for Accreditation begins the 

panel formation process. By that time, the ERP Chair has been selected and has already 

been working with the program on the development of the Program Presentation.  

 

We start by looking closely at the program: the administrative structure, areas of 

academic specialization, how the program is delivered, etc. For example, a primarily 

distance-education program with a medical informatics specialization at a large, public 

university would have different review needs than a face-to-face program with a 

specialization in archives at a small, private institution. We also consider any special 

areas of focus that the program has identified. 

 

The typical panel has six members: three LIS faculty and three practitioners of library or 

information science. The LIS faculty members bring knowledge of higher education and 

implementation of the Standards. The practitioners bring knowledge of professional 

practice and field experience – they are the people who employ graduates and have 

first-hand knowledge of what those graduates should know and be able to do. The 

diversity of the panel is another consideration. 

 

We strive to place one – and only one – new (inexperienced) person on each panel. It is 

critical to expand the pool of experienced reviewers, but inexperienced panelists, 

though trained, generally require extra mentoring by the ERP Chair. 

 

Next, we consider areas of expertise. When people apply to serve as an ERP, they self-

select areas of specialization and experience from a list of 28 choices. We review those 
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areas as well as the résumés and vitae on file to find people who would be best qualified 

to evaluate the program.  

 

Finally, we look at panelist evaluations from previous reviews. At the conclusion of a 

review, panelists evaluate each other in such areas as knowledge of the Standards, 

higher education, and LIS issues; productive work with the review team; productive 

interaction on site with program representatives (faculty, administration, students, 

alumni, employers); analytical and writing skills; and completion of tasks. The program is 

also asked to evaluate the work of the panel. 

 

What precludes someone from serving on a panel? We eliminate from consideration 

people with known conflicts of interest with either the institution or the program 

faculty, people from the nearby geographic area or from “competing” programs, and 

people who have not participated in an ERP training session. People who have 

previously participated in a review of the program are also excluded. 

 

So, how do we keep track of all this information? We have a database of reviewers that 

has quite a bit of information on each person: contact information, areas of expertise, 

panel experience and training, ethnicity, and relevant employment history. There are 

approximately 280 people in the ERP pool, but at any given time at least 60 are 

identified as “inactive,” for a number of reasons. 

 

Once the initial panel has been selected, the Office proposes it to COA for approval. 

Later in the process, the program reviews the prospective panel for any conflicts of 

interest, and then people are invited to serve on the panel. Building a panel is a bit like 

constructing a house of cards - at any point in the process, the house can collapse. With 

approval or acceptance needed from so many people, we often need to find 

replacements during the approval process.  

 

We are always seeking new members of the ERP pool. Many people have told us that 

serving on a review panel is one of the most rewarding activities of their career. LIS 

faculty have told us serving on an ERP is especially helpful when it comes time for their 

own comprehensive review. If you are interested in being a part of the ERP pool or 

know of someone you’d like to recommend, please refer to the External Review Panelist 

qualifications and application form 

(http://www.ala.org/accreditedprograms/resourcesforerp/becomereviewer/ERPform) 

and plan to attend the ERP training session at the next Annual Conference. 


