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In 1992, after several years of work and deliberation, the American Library Association 

adopted and published Standards for Accreditation of Master’s Programs in Library & 

Information Studies 1992 (Chicago: American Library Association, 1992) with an 

effective date of January 1, 1993. 

(http://www.ala.org/ala/accreditation/accredstandards/standards.htm ) 

 Ten years later, in 2002, ALA’s ad hoc Standards Review Committee issued its report 

(http://www.ala.org/ala/accreditation/accredstandards/Standards_Review_Subcommittee_

Report_2002.pdf ), documenting changes that had occurred over the intervening ten 

years, a period that saw much change in LIS curricula and in the expectations of 

employers. The external review panels and the Committee on Accreditation (COA) had 

also been changing their policies and practices during those ten years to reflect what was 

actually going on in accredited programs. The Standards Review Committee made four 

specific recommendations and offered advice on the application of the standards to better 

reflect the changes, mainly technological, that educators and practitioners were living 

with.  It is not a long report but it is rich in observation and advice and is a document that 

one should read before looking at the proposed revisions to the Standards now before us. 

The Committee on Accreditation does not operate in a vacuum nor does it apply the 

Standards in a vacuum, rather, it receives continuous feedback from its members, the 

Office of Accreditation (without which COA could not do its work), the external review 



panels (ERPs),  from ALA divisions and committees such as the Committee on 

Education, from educators, and from employers and practitioners. COA and the Office of 

Accreditation have annual meetings with members of the Association of Library and 

Information Science Educators (ALISE), meetings designed to learn from one another. 

As an example, as a result of the meeting in San Antonio, all six members of ERPs will 

be on-site visitors instead of only four as is current practice. This change was encouraged 

by program deans and directors who deemed the expense of additional visitors was worth 

the benefit of having two additional reviewers on site. 

I often refer to the Committee on Accreditation as an organic committee, one that 

changes each year as some members go off and others come on, as one chair finishes a 

term and another assumes leadership of the group. The mixture of educators, practitioners 

from different types of libraries, and public members with no library connections at all 

beyond a library card, ensures diverse observations and opinions as programs are 

evaluated. The most common evaluation is for re-accreditation but COA also reviews 

non-accredited programs for admission to pre-candidacy or candidacy status and then for 

initial accreditation. No program is admitted to pre-candidacy unless it has clearly 

demonstrated an understanding of the ALA Standards and has presented a realistic plan 

for meeting those standards. 

There is a common misapprehension that a program loses (or should lose) accreditation 

when it fails to meet one or more standards during a comprehensive review. Programs 

that are having such difficulties were receiving warnings and advice months if not years 

before the comprehensive review. So when a problem or problems persist without the 

necessary adjustments, a program may receive conditional accreditation. Failure to 



correct those specifically noted problems can lead to withdrawal of accreditation. But it 

has been many years since a program has failed to remove the conditional status from its 

accreditation. The revisions currently under review, we hope, will improve the process to 

where conditional accreditation is even rarer than it is today. 

Where else is ALA accreditation headed? One direction lies toward Standard II. 

Curriculum and practitioners, those who hire graduates of the ALA accredited programs. 

Standard II. reads in part,    “The curriculum provides the opportunity for students to 

construct coherent programs of study that allow individual needs, goals, and aspirations 

to be met within the context of program requirements established by the school and that 

will foster development of the competencies necessary for productive careers. The 

curriculum includes as appropriate cooperative degree programs, interdisciplinary 

coursework and research, experiential opportunities, and other similar activities. Course 

content and sequence relationships within the curriculum are evident.” 

Key words in this paragraph are “competencies necessary for productive careers.” This is 

an ambiguous phrase that defies specificity. ALA has been trying for the past four years 

or so to provide specificity through what is known as “Core Competencies.” The draft 

statement under review has not been adopted by Council and is somewhat controversial 

and inconclusive but nevertheless, it is a working document that provides some guidance.  

The COA would hear anecdotal evidence that this program or that was not teaching the 

core competencies, most likely cataloging as it used to be taught. No matter how 

prescriptive one thinks the Standards ought to be, a school or program’s curriculum (and 

I am not speaking of only LIS programs) is the primary responsibility of the school or 

program and the complete responsibility of the home institution. Be that as it may, gaps 



in the curriculum, as defined in the complete text of Standard II., are addressed by COA. 

The draft Core Competencies offered a way to evaluate the curricula of ALA accredited 

programs. When these core competencies were compared with the ALA Standards, 94.6 

% (53 of 56 programs) have courses that address all eight (8) competencies. 

(http://www.ala.org/ala/accreditationb/Core_Competencies_Comparison.pdf ) Let me 

share the second paragraph of this report: “The American Library Association’s 

descriptive accreditation standards allow programs to accomplish their goals in a manner 

that is “[c]onsistent with the values of the parent institution and the culture and mission 

of the school, [and] program goals and objectives.” (Standard I) The ALA Standards 

require that an accredited program’s mission, goals, and objectives reflect “the 

philosophy, principles, and ethics of the field” (Standard I) and that its curriculum “foster 

development of the competencies necessary for productive careers.” (Standard III)ALA-

accredited programs are meeting those requirements and the many others that the 

Standards require.” 

In summary, ALA accreditation is headed in the same direction as the profession – 

educators and practitioners – a profession that is challenging the way we have always 

done things, from cataloging and reference to everything in between. Our core values 

remain the same even as many of the words we have used to describe them have changed. 

These changes should be reflected in the proposed standards revisions and that is why 

your suggestions and observations are so important. COA welcomes your comments and 

hopes to hear from you soon. 
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