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Update to the ACA Council of Delegates
By the Education and Accreditation Task Force, January, 2009
In 2007, the Board of Directors commissioned the Education and Accreditation Task Force with the following objective and desired outcomes:
· Objective (Charge):  to commission a task force of the board to initiate a process of comprehensive exploration and study in order to make recommendations for the preferred future of accreditation and professional development.
· Desired Outcomes (including return on investment [ROI] and specific benchmarks): 
· Increase the number of participating camps
· Increase the positive impact for campers and their families
· Increase the value and benefit of the professional development process
· To increase the program’s credibility with external audiences 
· To develop an integrated, comprehensive accreditation program including standards, professional development, and promising practices
At the organizational meeting of the task force the following guiding principles were adopted for the work of the task force:
Guiding principles:
· Accreditation systems are comprehensive and are comprised of various components, including Standards, Professional Development, and are complementary to other programs.
· Our process will benefit from internal and external expertise throughout.
· Health, safety and risk management provide one important focus to standards.
· Core competencies, leadership development and progression are keys to professional development.
· Our process is inclusive versus exclusive.  It is healthy to invite individuals and groups across the profession discussing opportunities, challenges, and our shared future.
· We inform in some cases, and are informed in others.
· We honor our past and allow the past to appropriately inform our future.
· Our current Standards program is operational and will continue to function throughout this process.
· We address the financial issues tied to accreditation systems from all perspectives.
· Participation by other ACA entities will expand and contract throughout in practical ways.
To give direction and guide the process of the task force the following purpose statement was developed, and all recommendations are to be tested against this statement:
Education and accreditation will serve to focus the American Camp Association® (ACA) on the fundamentals and best practices of health, safety, and positive youth development. We recognize that ACA represents a diverse range of operations and purpose. In every case, education and accreditation serves to challenge ACA stakeholders to seek continuous learning and develop their fullest potential.
A Multi-phased Approach:
1. Study Phase (complete)
2. Concept and Design Phase (this is the phase we have recently entered)
3. Program Development Plan
4. Pilot and Implementation
During the Study Phase, in meetings and discussions with a variety of internal and external stakeholders, the following themes surfaced:
· Brokering and co-producing concept to increase capacity and maximize outreach
The current accreditation program is developed, produced, and implemented internally using a considerable amount of staff, volunteer, and financial resources.  Without significant changes to the program, ACA does not have the capacity to expand the program nor increase, to a significant degree, the camps  in the program if all aspects continue to be internally developed, produced, and delivered.
To expand the capacity, as well as the influence of ACA, the task force is exploring the concepts of a mix of brokering, co-producing, as well as producing elements of an accreditation and education program.  Some of the work ACA is currently doing may be done just as well by others outside the organization with the guidance of ACA.  Joint efforts to develop aspects of the program are another means to expand the resources and project the influence of ACA.  And in some instances, ACA may be the best organization to be the sole producer.
The Task Force, along with other groups within ACA, will be looking to identify logical partners, and outlets to work with or carry out segments of the accreditation and education program.
· Professional development
The current program is heavily weighted on evaluating the physical environment and certifying the technical skills of the camp staff.  There is no defined and assessed professional development program for camp staff.   A focus on professional development requires the identification of the core competencies of the professional, training of the core competencies, and testing to assess the ability to apply the core competencies.  
The Task Force will be asking ad hoc groups to recommend core competencies and the methodologies for educating and testing.
· Stronger emphasis on the core competencies of the professionals
The task force determined there needs to be a stronger emphasis on the professional development of camp staff at all levels, from the Owner/director to the cabin counselor and all in-between.   To achieve this there needs to be a rebalancing of the focus of the accreditation program to give more weight to the competencies of the camp staff in the area of youth development principles, and the delivery of programs to meet these principles.
The Task Force will be studying means by which the accreditation and education programs will be delivered to achieve a stronger emphasis on professional development. 
· Addressing capacity issues
The ACA doesn’t currently have the capacity to continue the accreditation program in its current format and also develop a comprehensive professional development program.   The task force recognizes the need to restructure the current program to free up resources to expand the youth development work beyond the ACA membership, create and implement a professional development program, and expand the influence of the ACA beyond the membership.
The Task Force is studying the best means to utilize the resources of the ACA to strengthen the accreditation and education program in coordination with the other major initiatives currently being undertaken by the ACA. 
· Addressing barriers to program access
The most common comment the task force has heard is the difficulty a camp has in accessing the accreditation program.  The current program requires a sizeable investment of time by the camp leadership to prepare the camp for accreditation.  This investment needs to be made in the first year.   The task force has received feedback that a number of camps after assessing what it takes to become accredited opt not to pursue accreditation.  
In many camps, at least parts of health & safety and risk management are monitored by others outside the ACA.  Where this exists the task force is exploring working with regulators and insurance companies to use the ACA health & safety standards and risk management standards in their evaluation.  If there is an acceptable means to assure the health & safety and risk management requirements of the camp are being met through the evaluation of others, this would allow ACA to focus on developing the staff core competencies, and also reduce the redundant evaluations of insurance requirements and of state agencies that a camp may go through each summer.  
The Task Force recognizes this will not be simple as the states regulate and license camps very differently.  There is no consistent method or set of regulations used.  Also, not all insurance companies write insurance in all 50 states.  
· Define the value proposition 
During the review process a number of the constituents questioned the value being accredited as the parents of their campers did not know anything about ACA Accreditation.  In fact this view is supported by the ACA research and is a point that is articulated in the “Brutal Truths” (separate attachment) presentation.   If our members believe, as some have stated, that accreditation is a sign of the quality of the camp that is recognized by the public we are currently a long way from delivering on that proposition.  
In a meeting with the NSC, some members challenged  the belief that many of our camps not currently accredited don’t see the value of being accredited.  The question was asked why do they seek accreditation and; what was the value to them?  The response was peer recognition and professional pride.
The Task Force recognizes that if part of our proposed value proposition is recognition beyond our membership we must be prepared to provide the necessary resources to “brand” the program.
Governance and Accreditation Programs – Promising Practices 
We live in increasingly rapid times of change.  Our current system of having one, annual  opportunity to have in-depth discussions, leading to votes of accept or reject, can wait, in the worst case scenario, 11 months for action in our current system.  An additional challenge has been the inherent conflict of asking interested parties to make decisions about standards that are subject to internal and external scrutiny. The integrity of standards programs is typically strengthened when review includes both internal reaction and external review.  Our process has created vulnerability in this regard with what many have considered an insular approval process.  The contributions the Council of Delegates have made to the Standards program through thoughtful consideration and approval is valued.  As we look to our future, is there a more impactful role for the COD in the Accreditation program?  The Education and Accreditation Task Force believes there is.
A consistent element that surfaced during the Study Phase of our work, in regard to the role of governance and approval in other accrediting bodies, involves where input/reaction lives and where approval lives in organizations that accredit programs and places.  We learned that it is more common to have a representative group, like the Council of Delegates in our case, serving as a reaction panel, providing the applied piece of the Standards review process.  Typically, this applied piece a.) shapes the standards in meaningful ways b.) offers the reality check for expert panels who typically write the standards and c.) occurs throughout the year rather than annually and d) happens earlier in the overall process of standards development.  Additionally, this approach removes the concern of “interested parties” ultimately approving standards. As a result of what we learned, we asked the ACA National Board, in its October, 2008 meeting, to remove the approval of Individual Standards from the COD, so that we could move into a more dynamic process, working with the COD to influence our future Accreditation Program following accreditation promising  practices.  They voted to approve this change to Policy GP-14
For an interim time (specific timeframe to be determined), the authority to approve individual standards rests with the Board of Directors.  As the Education and Accreditation completes the design phase, the panels that write the standards and the approval process will be refined.  To make those decisions today pre-empts the design of the program.  In terms of timing, it is helpful to keep in mind that the NSC is not planning to bring forward a significant number of changes in this interim period.  We will also have an opportunity to talk about the COD role in the “go-forward” in February at the 2009 National Conference.
Closing
We are looking forward to the thoughtful conversations and creative process that will take place in Orlando at the Council of Delegates Meetings.
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