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National Board on Fire Service Professional Qualifications

_______________________________________

COMMITTEE ON ACCREDITATION

P.O. Box 690632, Quincy, MA 02269

Site Visitors’ Guide

INTRODUCTION
The National Board on Fire Service Professional Qualifications (NBFSPQ or Pro Board), through the Committee on Accreditation (COA), accredits agencies that conduct certification programs for fire and emergency services personnel.  The members of the COA are professionals with varying backgrounds who, with the exception of the Accreditation Manager, serve without compensation.

An essential part of the accreditation process is the site visit evaluation, which is usually conducted by a team of two COA members.  The Site Visit Team conducts a review of the Application for Accreditation, COA-1, the Accreditation Self-Study Document, COA-3, and supporting documents that are submitted by the applicant.  The review, together with comments received from other COA members, establishes the basis for questions that will be asked during the site visit.

The Site Visit Team conducts the site visit after consultation with the Accreditation Manager who also serves as the Chairperson of the COA.  The site visitors and the applicant mutually agree to the site visit schedule.  Upon completion of the site visit, the Team formulates a Site Visit Report that outlines their findings.  The Site Visit Report is forwarded to the Accreditation Manager for action at a subsequent COA meeting.  Also included in this Guide are the following:

· Chronology of Accreditation – Appendix A

· Model Site Visit Agenda – Appendix B

· NBFSPQ Advisory Committee Notice – Appendix C

· Sample Format for Site Visit Report – Appendix D

PURPOSE OF SITE VISITORS’ GUIDE
· Ensure consistency when reviewing application documents and conducting site visit evaluations.

· Standardize site visit reporting.

· Assist site visit team members and applicants with an overview of the accreditation process.

· Defines the roles of the Accreditation Manager, Program Manager, COA members, site visit team members, and the applicant.

APPLICATION FOR ACCREDITATION
Accreditation by the National Board on Fire Service Professional Qualifications is voluntary and the process is undertaken only after the candidate agency files an application with the COA.  The application package consists of the Application for Accreditation, COA-1, the Accreditation Self-Study Document, COA-3, and supporting documents.  The Accreditation Manager will review the documents for completeness and general adherence to the Pro Board’s operational procedures and criteria.  When determined to be complete, and generally in compliance, the Accreditation Manager will authorize the scheduling of a site visit.  The Application for Accreditation, COA-1, Accreditation Self-Study Document, COA-3, and supporting documents will be duplicated and sent to each member of the COA for their review and comment.

SELF-STUDY DOCUMENT
Ideally, an applicant agency conducts on going self-study and evaluation as a part of their daily operations.  The COA requires the completion of an Accreditation Self-Study Document, COA-3 that correlates the operations and practices of the applicant’s certification program against the Pro Board’s operational procedures and criteria.

The applicant is advised that the Accreditation Self-Study Document, COA-3 should contain only those items that substantiate their compliance with the Pro Board’s operational procedures and criteria.  Generally, training materials and curricula should not be included.

DOCUMENT REVIEW
The application package is distributed to all COA members for review and comment.  All COA members are expected to:

1. Study the Application for Accreditation, COA-1, Accreditation Self-Study Document, COA-3, and all supporting documents.
2. Make a list of comments and questions.

3. Forward the comments and questions to the Site Visit Team Leader.

4. The Team Leader is expected to elicit comments/questions from the COA members who do not respond.

SITE VISIT
The Accreditation Manager should assign a Site Visit Team when the potential applicant requests an application package.  The Team consists of a Team Leader and usually one other COA member.  One member of the Team serves as the “Recorder”.  

The site visit process provides the opportunity to validate or clarify the contents of the Application for Accreditation, COA-1 and Accreditation Self-Study Document, COA-3.  The Site Visit Team is supplied a copy of the agency’s Application for Accreditation, COA-1, Accreditation Self-Study Document, COA-3, other supporting documents, and comments and questions from the other members of the COA.

The Site Visit Team is expected to:

1.
Elicit comments/questions from the COA members.

2.
Prepare for the site visit by studying the Application for Accreditation, COA-1, Accreditation Self-Study Document, COA-3, and other supporting documents; comparing these documents with the NBFSPQ’s Operational Procedures and Criteria; and review the comments and questions from the other COA members.
3.
Prepare a consolidated list of comments and questions.
4.
Contact the applicant to finalize the schedule and agenda for the site visit after having received authorization to proceed from the Accreditation Manager.
5. The Team members may proceed to make their travel arrangements after the Team Leader is satisfied that the schedule has been confirmed and finalized.

6.
During the visit, the Team meets with, and interviews, individuals representing groups or constituencies that are impacted by the applicant’s certification program.
7.
The Team may view testing facilities and, when possible, observe the administration of a “skills” or practical test.

8.
The Team verifies and clarifies statements made in the Application for Accreditation, COA-1 

and Accreditation Self-Study Document, COA-3 to ensure that they meet or exceed the requirements for accreditation.

9.
The Team analyzes the results of the site visit.
10.
The Team presents their findings to the applicant during the Exit Interview.

11.
The Team presents their findings in the form of a written report to the COA.

12. The Team is required to represent their report, and the applicant, during the COA’s deliberation on the application.

Objectivity and impartiality are essential throughout the site visit process.

MODEL SITE VISIT AGENDA

The COA has adopted a model Site Visit Agenda (Appendix B) to assist the members of the Site Visit Team.  The model agenda anticipates that the Team will meet the evening before the start of the actual visit to confer on their reactions, and the comments of the other COA members, to 

the Application for Accreditation, COA-1 and Accreditation Self-Study Document, COA-3, and to develop their individual roles during the site visit.  The Model Agenda also anticipates that each evening of the visit will be occupied by activities such as report preparation, further exchange of questions, etc.  The agenda contains a private team meeting prior to the exit interview to reach consensus on their findings, to prepare final comments, and to decide their team roles during the exit interview.  The agenda should always provide time for interviewing individuals and representatives of groups that are impacted by the applicant’s certification program.

Finally, there should be a prompt closure at the end of the exit interview and the immediate departure of the Team.  Every effort should be made to maximize the use of time and to keep costs to a minimum while assuring that a true and complete evaluation is performed.  The final agenda should be negotiated between the Team Leader and the applicant.  The applicant should provide one person who will be dedicated to meeting with the Site Visit Team and overseeing the entire site visit process.

EXIT INTERVIEW

The Team Leader expresses appreciation for the courtesies extended during the site visit and reviews the succeeding steps in the accreditation process:

1.
The Team will file a written report on the site visit with the COA.

2.
The COA will deliberate the merit of accrediting the applicant at an upcoming COA meeting.

3.
The applicant will receive a letter explaining action taken by the COA.

4.
If the applicant is aggrieved by the COA’s decision, the applicant has the right to appeal the decision to the NBFSPQ Board of Directors.

Requirements or deficiencies that prevent a recommendation for accreditation must directly correlate with specific sections of the operational procedures and criteria. All requirements identified during the visit (including those that may have been resolved before conclusion of the visit) must be documented as part of the report to the Chair and members of the Committee on Accreditation, and to the applicant.

Suggestions for improvements may be presented.  If the applicant disagrees with the findings, it is appropriate to accept clarifications and/or corrections.

The Team Leader closes the exit interview with another expression of appreciation and terminates the session promptly.

Every effort should be made by each of the Team members to remain on site until the conclusion of the exit interview.  Early departures may suggest that the exit interview is unimportant.

The Team should depart promptly to avoid the possibility of diffusing or confusing their findings.  Post-exit consultation should not be undertaken.

Team members should be considerate of the following:

1. Schedule sufficient time to comfortably satisfy all commitments of the visit.  Late arrivals and early departures must be avoided.  Similarly, the evening prior to the evaluation and the days and evenings of the evaluation should not include personal or social activities.

2. Be aware of the ethical responsibilities that each team member has to the Pro Board and do not accept items of value from the applicant or participate in any behavior that may be deemed unprofessional.

3. Site Visit Team members should be very sensitive to their language, both when soliciting information and when giving opinions.  This is especially true when discussing evaluative issues and conclusions regarding the program’s compliance with the required procedures and criteria.  Words with negative connotations should be avoided.  Site Visit Team members should, through both verbal and nonverbal communications, make the persons to whom they are talking feel comfortable about discussing strengths and weaknesses of the program.  Taking notes during the interviews or discussions is encouraged.  Notes should be recorded unobtrusively to avoid interfering with good person-to-person rapport.

Team members must discuss the following items with the applicant during the exit interview:

1.
NBFSPQ Advisory Committee - Successful applicants automatically become members of the NBFSPQ Advisory Committee.  The applicant should be made to understand the importance of the Advisory Committee and their role on the Committee.  The COA has developed a brief explanation of the roles and responsibilities of the Advisory Committee in Appendix C.  The Team should review this document with the applicant.

2.
Extension of Accreditation – Frequently after the site visit, an accredited agency wishes to add new levels of certification to their accreditation.  This is called “extension of 


accreditation.”  This process does not usually require a new site visit.  Instead, the agency must complete the Application for Extension of Accreditation, COA-1.1 and submit the form to the COA for approval.  This request must contain the following essential elements:


(a)
List the new levels of certification that are being requested.

(b)
Identify which “standard”; including the edition that will be used for the testing each new   level (i.e. NFPA 1021, 2003 Edition).

(c)
Submission of a standard-to-test correlation matrix for each standard/level requested. Submission of all skills evaluation worksheets for each standard/level requested.

(d)
When applicable, submission of the Agency’s procedures for using the Portfolio and/or Project method of evaluation.

             3.  Fiscal Commitment – The Pro Board is a non-profit organization established for the betterment of the Fire Service.  COA members volunteer their time and expertise to maintain the organization.  However, the program does have expenses.  Therefore, it is necessary for applicants to indicate how they will fiscally support the program if they are admitted as an accredited entity.  There are several methods to accomplish this support:

(a)
Enroll all eligible certification candidates in the Pro Board’s National Registry by placing the Pro Board Logo and unique identification number on the agency’s certificates for a fee of $6.50; or,


(b)
Submit bulk applications (10 or more) to the Pro Board Certification Coordinator at a fee of $10.00 per certificate.  The Pro Board will print and distribute individual certificates and enter the candidates’ names in the Pro Board’s National Registry; or

(c) Market Pro Board certificates to certification candidates at a fee of $15.00 per certificate by ensuring that each candidate certified by the agency is issued an Application for National Registration and National Certification, COA-7 form.

SITE VISIT REPORT
Appendix F contains the standard format for a Site Visit Report.  The Site Visit Report is submitted to the Accreditation Manager who will ensure that a copy of the report is transmitted to all COA members for their review.  The Accreditation Manager schedules a discussion and 

vote on the application at a subsequent COA meeting.  The Site Visit Team should be prepared to make an oral presentation at the meeting, as well as, answer questions.

The Site Visit Report includes five basic elements:

1. A “Program Summary” including program operations and policies.

2. A list of “Noteworthy Program Elements” - best practices, exemplary operations, good ideas, or innovative policies.

3. A list of “Suggestions” that may improve the program.

4. A list of “Requirements” that must be corrected.

5. A Site Visit Report recommendation to the COA to:


(a) “Accredit”,


(b) “Withhold accreditation until all ‘Requirements’ are rectified,” or  


(c) “Withhold accreditation”.

FINAL DOCUMENTATION
The Site Visit Team Recorder is responsible for assembling the final documentation and for transmitting it to the Accreditation Manager.  Final documentation includes:

1. The final, approved, Site Visit Report.

2. Any part of the applicant’s application package that was amended during the site visit.

3. Any supporting documents received during the site visit.

This information should be sent to the Accreditation Manager as soon after the site visit as possible and will be added to the applicant’s file.

CONFIDENTIALITY IN THE ACCREDITATION PROCESS
All components of the review process must remain confidential.  Materials, such as the Application for Accreditation, COA-1, Accreditation Self-Study Document, COA-3 and the Site Visit Report, are to be read only by members of the COA.  The COA makes available to the public, the criteria for accreditation, reports of its operations, and lists of accredited agencies.

ACCREDITATION
Accreditation is granted to a program that is in complete compliance with the procedures and criteria established by the NBFSPQ.  After accreditation has been granted, reapplication and full reviews will be conducted every five years.  The COA shall review each accredited agency annually for the purpose of re-accreditation.  When warranted, a site visit may be conducted before the end of the five-year period.

NON-ACCREDITATION
Accreditation may be withheld or withdrawn from a program if the accreditation process confirms that the applicant is not in compliance with the procedures and criteria required for accreditation.  The appropriate agency official will be provided with a clear statement of each deficiency and will be informed that they may apply for accreditation as a new applicant whenever the program is believed to be in compliance with the procedures and criteria required for accreditation.

OPPORTUNITY TO APPEAL
The letter notifying the applicant that accreditation has been withheld or withdrawn shall indicate that the applicant may appeal the decision of the COA to the NBFSPQ Board of Directors.  The appeals process will be described in the notification letter from the COA.

APPENDIX A

Chronology of Accreditation
· Inquiry by potential applicant.

· Application for Accreditation, COA-1, Accreditation Self-Study Document, COA-3, and NBFSPQ Operational Procedures, COA-5 are sent to potential applicant by staff.

· Site Visit Team is selected.

· Team Leader chosen.

· Team Recorder chosen.

· COA member is assigned to contact the potential applicant to “welcome” them to the process.

· The Accreditation Manager may assign a COA member to serve as a “coach” during the application process.

· Application package received from applicant agency.

· Application for Accreditation, COA-1
· Accreditation Self-Study Document, COA-3
· Program Manager transmits the application package to the Accreditation Manager.

· Accreditation Manager creates a file for the applicant.

· Preliminary review of application package.

· By Accreditation Manager or designee.

· For completeness and substantial compliance.

· Accreditation Manager establishes a rough time frame for site visit with applicant.

· Application package duplicated and distributed to all COA members.

· Review of application package by all COA members.

· Each COA member communicates comments/questions to Team Leader.

· Team Leader responsible for eliciting comments/questions from COA members who do not respond.

· Site Visit Team compiles all comments/questions.

· Team Leader establishes final schedule with applicant.

· Team Leader communicates comments/questions to applicant.

· Team Leader provides applicant with Site Visitors’ Guide.

· Conduct site visit.

· Notify Accreditation Manager upon completion of site visit.

· Team forwards all expenses to Program Manager within 30 days of the completion of the Site Visit

· Team Recorder finalizes the Site Visit Report.

· Team members approve Site Visit Report.

· Approved Site Visit Report, with all other documentation, forwarded to the Accreditation Manager.

· Accreditation Manager adds documentation to applicant’s file.

· Accreditation Manager distributes Site Visit Report to all COA members.

· Accreditation Manager places application on COA meeting agenda.

· Team presents findings at meeting.

· Team answers questions regarding application.

· COA votes on accreditation.

· Team Leader verbally advises applicant of decision.

· Accreditation Manager confirms COA decision in writing with the applicant.

· Program Manager presents invoice for expenses to applicant.

· Accreditation Manager notifies NBFSPQ Board of Directors of decision of COA.

· Program Manager prepares and distributes Accreditation Certificate to new agency.

· Accreditation Manager adds new agency to list of accredited agencies.

APPENDIX B

Model Site Visit Agenda
Evening prior to visit:

Site Visit Team meeting
Purpose:  To allow the Team to review the site visit schedule, discuss their questions and concerns found in the Application for Accreditation, COA-1, Accreditation Self- Study Document, COA-3, and other supporting documents; and, to identify those areas that merit a more thorough review.  In addition, the roles of the Team members will be decided.  One member should be designated as the “recorder”.  The Recorder takes notes during the visit and receives supporting documentation from the applicant.  At the end of the visit, the recorder prepares the final report and forwards all documentation to the Accreditation Manager.

Day One:

Meet with the applicant
Purpose:  To review the objective of the site visit with the applicant.  To review the schedule of the site visit.


Meet with those impacted by the certification program.
Purpose:  To provide the Site Visit Team with the opportunity to evaluate the responsiveness of the certification program toward the constituent organizations impacted by the program.  To determine the strength of the applicant’s communications with the constituency.


Begin review of comments and questions.
Purpose:  To explore, in greater detail, the operation of the applicant’s program.  To obtain clarification and answers.


Brief tour of the testing facilities.


Purpose:  To evaluate adequacy and safe operating environments during testing sessions.


Discussion of the schedule for Day Two.
Purpose:  To confirm the next day’s activities.  To list documents, exhibits, and information that was not on hand for Day One.


End of Day One sessions with applicant and Team breaks for dinner.

Evening meeting for Team members.
Purpose:  To formulate a preliminary Site Visit Report.  To discuss the agenda for Day Two.

Day Two:
Reconvene with applicant, review agenda, and receive information requested at the end of Day One.
Purpose:  To set agenda for the Day Two activities.  To wrap up incomplete items from Day One.


Continue review of comments and questions.


Purpose:  To complete in-depth review of comments and questions.


Exit interview with applicant and applicant invited guests.


Purpose:  To discuss Team’s findings.

APPENDIX C

NBFSPQ Advisory Committee Notice
The NBFSPQ Advisory Committee has been established to advise and recommend improvements for the system to the Board of Directors.  The Advisory Committee consists of one member from each of the accredited agencies and meets at least annually.  The Chairperson of the Advisory Committee is elected by the Advisory Committee and serves as a member of the NBFSPQ Board of Directors.  The Chairperson is elected for a three year term and may be re-elected to consecutive terms.  Six members of the Advisory Committee are elected by the Advisory Committee to serve on the Committee on Accreditation (COA).  Each elected member serves a three year term and may be re-elected to consecutive terms.

The importance of being a member of the Advisory Committee cannot be overstated.  Each year, the Advisory Committee conducts a very fruitful meeting to strengthen and improve the system. The Advisory Committee gives the users of the System an opportunity to guide the operations and policies of the Pro Board.  It truly allows the users to have direct say in the functioning of the Pro Board.

All accredited agencies are urged to participate.

APPENDIX D

Sample Format For Site Visit Report
· Name of Applicant Agency.

· Dates of Site Visit.

· Site Visit Team members: Leader, Recorder, and other (s).

· Location(s) of site visit.

· Level(s) of certification being considered for accreditation with edition of standard(s).

· List person(s) representing the applicant during the site visit.

· Discussion of the applicant’s facilities as they relate to certification testing.

· Summary of interviews conducted with users of the applicant’s certification program; get names and organizations they represent.

· Summarize the applicant’s operational procedures and administrative methods for conducting certification.

· List all noteworthy program elements that make the certification program stand out.

· List all Suggestions that could enhance the applicant’s certification program.

· List all Requirements, (including those that may have been resolved during the visit) that are required to bring this certification program into full compliance with the procedures and criteria mandated by the NBFSPQ.

· Make a clear recommendation to the COA regarding accreditation; or withholding accreditation until all “Requirements” are rectified; or withhold accreditation.  This final recommendation to the COA should repeat the levels of certification that are being considered.  It should also contain any special requests.
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