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Federal Panel Floats Plan to Overhaul
Accreditation

College leaders decry replacing regional boards with a
national system

By BURTON BOLLAG

Accreditors and some college groups are aghast at a proposal
to eliminate regional accreditors and replace them with a
national accreditation body. The proposal is contained in a
discussion paper released late last month by the secretary of
education's Commission on the Future of Higher Education.

The news came just as the chairman of the commission
allayed another concern of college officials by publicly
promising that a mandatory test of college students would not
be among the panel's final recommendations.

Even with few details, the accreditation proposal has drawn
fierce criticism from regional accreditors and from leaders of
the American Council on Education and the Council of
Independent Colleges.

A national accreditation body would "undermine the strength
and diversity of U.S. higher education,” says Judith S. Eaton,
president of the Council for Higher Education Accreditation, an
umbrella group of accreditors. Ms. Eaton, who testified at a
hearing the 19-member commission held in Indianapolis last
week, argues that by creating national "quality standards," the
proposal would have the unintended consequence of
pressuring colleges to become more alike.

The proposal was contained in one of six discussion papers
released by the commission. The proposals in them are not
formal recommendations. Rather, "their purpose is to inform
and energize the public about key postsecondary issues and
inspire continued national dialogue around the future of higher
education in America," according to a written statement by the
Education Department.

The panel's chairman, Charles Miller, calls the national
accreditation council "one person's bold idea."”

"We discussed whether we should even put it in the paper,”
he says. "We decided that it is a good idea, and we wanted to
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