ACCREDITATION OVERVIEW
WHAT IS ACCREDITATION AND WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?
The accreditation status of a college, university, or vocational institution gives a student an indication of its general quality. It means that the school has undergone an in-depth review, met certain standards and is found worthy of approval. Accreditation is performed by independent, non-governmental agencies. It assists students in making decisions by identifying schools worthy of investment.   
Seeking accreditation is entirely voluntary on the part of the institution. The initial accreditation process takes a long time-from 2 to 6 years or more. Most accrediting agencies require the school to be in operation for at least a few years before they begin the accreditation process. The best advice to any Service member is to attend a school accredited by an accrediting agency recognized by the U.S. Department of Education.    
  
The U.S. Department of Education has Web sites that lists these accrediting agencies.  
http://www2.ed.gov/admins/finaid/accred/accreditation_pg6.html
http://www2.ed.gov/admins/finaid/accred/accreditation_pg5.html
In order for a Service member to receive Tuition Assistance or Federal Financial Aid, he/she must be attending a school accredited by an accrediting agency recognized by the U.S. Department of Education.   
  
Types of Accreditation - There are two basic types of recognized accreditation:    
Regional Institution Accrediting Agencies.
Regional accreditation is awarded to an institution by one of six regional accrediting agencies, each of which covers a specified portion of the United States and its territories. They are: Middle States, New England, North Central, Northwest, Southern and Western. If a college or university is regionally accredited, that means the institution as a whole has met the accrediting agency's standards. Most 4-year universities, public and private, as well as 2-year community colleges, are regionally accredited.   

National Institutional and Specialized Accrediting Bodies.
There are 49 National Institutional and Specialized Accrediting Bodies. National Institutional Accrediting Bodies accredit schools which offer a wide diversity of subject matter and are national in their activities. Examples of these National Institutional Bodies are the Distance Education and Training Council (DETC), the Accrediting Commission for Career Schools and Colleges of Technology (ACCST), the Council on Occupational Education (COE), the Accrediting Association of Bible Colleges (AABC) and the Accrediting Council for Independent Colleges and Schools (ACICS).   
Also falling under national accreditation is what is known as Specialized Accreditation (sometimes called professional accreditation). It applies to a single department or program within a larger institution of higher education or it can apply to a school that only provides training in one specific field. The accredited unit may be as big as a college within a university or as small as a curriculum within a field of study. There are specialized/professional accrediting bodies in many fields, i.e., counseling, interior design, landscape architecture, library science, occupational therapy, engineering, family and consumer sciences, nursing, and teacher education. In some professional fields, you must have a degree or certificate from an accredited school or program in order to take qualifying exams or practice the profession.    
  
What is the Main Difference in Attending a School that is Regionally Accredited Versus Nationally Accredited?   
In both cases, the student is assured of a basic level of quality education and services. In both cases, the student may qualify to receive federal financial aid and military tuition assistance. And a certificate or degree earned at an accredited school, whether regional or nationally accredited, is likely to be recognized by employers as a legitimate credential.   

However, students should be aware that coursework taken at a regionally accredited institution is more likely to be transferable to other regionally accredited institutions. Although each institution makes its own decisions on transfer credits on a case-by-case basis, it is true that regionally accredited institutions in many cases (not all) do not choose to accept credit from nationally accredited schools.
