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Developing a Valuable, Reliable, and Fair Certification Program 
Clarence Chaffee, President, Caviart 
 
I have had the opportunity to be part of the Certification Leadership Group and have 
worked with AIC to discover and build a certification program that works for you. 
 
There are many workable types of certification programs. The key is matching the right 
program to the right organization. 
 
When developing a certification program there are three key concepts to consider:  
 

Validity Ð does the exam or program relate to what we as conservators actually 
do? Does the exam cover the right material? 
 
Reliability Ð is the exam or process reliable? Do people of nearly equal abilities 
get similar results? If there are two versions of the exam will your score be similar 
on both versions? 
 
Fairness Ð is the exam or program appropriate to demonstrate ability? Your exam 
results need to reflect your ability.  

 
How is a Valid, Reliable, and Fair Exam Developed? 
 
Job Task Analysis Ð is a blue print for your profession. What does the average 
conservator do on a daily basis? What knowledge should every conservator have to do 
their job? The job task analysis is usually developed by industry experts and then vetted 
by sending it out to be reviewed by the membership. 
  
Exam specific weight and scoring Ð Based on the results of your Job Task Analysis you 
would assign different percentages of the exam to different subjects based on their weight 
in the vetted Job Task Analysis. 
 
Item writing Ð Using educational consultants to make sure that the exam questions reflect 
the concepts being tested. 
 
Cut score study Ð Does the difficulty of the test accurately match the basic level of 
knowledge every conservator should have. 
 
Analysis Ð how well did the exam work. 
 
Equating and adjusting process Ð making multiple versions of the exam equal in 
difficulty. 
 
 



AIC is on the right path to developing a valid, reliable, and fair exam, and I am confident 
in your success. 
 
 
 
Certification Of Conservators: Why Do We Need It? How Will It Work? 
Terry Drayman-Weisser, Chair Certification Development Committee, 
 
I am pleased to have the opportunity to speak with you once again about certification and 
to give you an overview of the work of the Certification Development Committee and the 
working groups. It is gratifying to see how many people have an interest in hearing about 
certification. 
 
I want to be sure to thank all of my colleagues who have devoted time and effort to 
various aspects of the development of a certification model. At last count there were 
almost 100 participants. I don’t have enough time during this program to mention all of 
them individually, but you can see their names on the screen. I want to give a special 
thanks to conservators in private practice who have devoted time to this process, since I 
know this takes time from your billable hours. 
 
I also want to give special thanks to members of the Certification Development 
Committee (Tom Edmondson, Nancy Pollak, Rebecca Rushfield, Martha Singer, and 
Fred Wallace), to the AIC office staff, and I especially want to thank the Board for its 
strong support during this process. 
 
Why do we need certification? 
The benefits of certification may differ for each individual, but there are certain benefits 
that can be recognized for the profession. Here are a few that I think are most important: 
 
1. It allows the profession itself to define the qualifications and standards of its 
practitioners. In the 90’s, since AIC had not defined what constituted a professional 
conservator, government agencies began to do this for us by requiring certain 
qualifications to apply for jobs. The professional organization was not being consulted 
about these qualifications. Developing a certification program would allow the profession 
to control the definition of a professional conservator. 
 
2. Certification raises the standards in the profession by creating an incentive to keep 
abreast of new developments. Currently there is no incentive for conservators to engage 
in professional development other than a personal desire to maintain high standards. 
Some have asked why current upper level membership categories cannot substitute for 
certification. But once AIC members attain professional associate or fellow status, there 
is nothing that requires continuing education or commitment to the field. With a 
certification program, proof of professional development on a regular basis can be a 
requirement to retain certified status. 
 



The programs and products created as resources for development and maintenance of a 
certification program are generally beneficial to the profession. Bibliographies for study, 
a body of conservation knowledge, continuing education workshops and programs, and 
development of a list of professional competencies for the practicing conservator are just 
some of the products related to a certification program.  
 
3. Certification would give conservators credentials and standing when working on 
projects with other professionals who have recognized credentials, such as architects and 
engineers. Now, often the conservator is viewed as a junior player since he/she has no 
professional credential. 
 
Members of the public who are used to seeing licenses and certifications for everyone 
they deal with from plumbers to hair dressers, are surprised that conservators have no 
credential. This can cast conservators in a negative light and make what we do seem less 
important or of less value. After all, if there is no credential for conservation, then why 
can’t the art student next door restore my painting?  
 
4. Certification could help eliminate perceived barriers in our profession between those 
who are program trained and those who trained by the apprenticeship system, and those 
who work for institutions and those in private practice. Certification can be a great leveler 
since it does not matter how you were trained or where you work. All that matters is that 
you meet the requirements to take the certification test and pass the test. And the 
certification test should be designed so that no qualified professional conservator is left 
behind.  
 
Where are we with developing a certification program?  
In a survey in the mid- 90s the members of AIC expressed a strong interest in 
investigating the possibility of developing a professional certification program. A task 
force was established to do this and the final product was a model of a possible 
certification program.  
 
The attendees at a certification retreat in 1999 identified the need for a list of 
competencies that would define the minimum knowledge expected of a conservator. In 
response, the Board created the Qualifications Task Force, chaired by Roy Perkinson. In 
2003 the document, “Defining the Conservator: Essential Competencies” was presented 
to the members of AIC. This has served as a basis for a job analysis and for the 
development of the subject areas for a certification exam.  
 
Based on the model developed by the task force, in 2003 all AIC members were asked to 
vote on whether or not AIC should devote its resources to developing a certification 
program. 1189 members voted and 62% were in favor of proceeding with the 
development of a certification program for review. It was understood that the program 
would be presented to the members for discussion and a final vote for implementation. 
 
Based on this mandate, the AIC Board created a Certification Development Committee. 
To assure broad representation and to take advantage of resources within AIC, the 



committee members were selected from the members of other AIC committees and 
groups that would be impacted by certification, for example, the membership committee, 
the education and training committee, the by-laws committee, the conservators in private 
practice group, and the specialty groups.  
 
Each member of the Certification Development Committee selected individuals to form 
working groups and each group was assigned tasks related to the development of a 
certification program.  
 
Most of the tasks assigned to the committee members have now been completed or are 
well underway. Some tasks will require the assistance of outside consultants and grant 
funding will be applied for to enable this.  
 
The recommendations made by the committee include the following: 
 
1. Initially the program will be for practicing conservators, with the possibility of adding 
related professionals such as conservation scientists, educators, and administrators at a 
later date. 
 
2. The program will be general certification, testing general knowledge and more 
complex concepts, with the possibility of adding specialty certification over time. 
 
3. There will be a requirement for education and experience in order to sit for the exam 
(the level is currently being determined; it will be at least 2 years of experience after 
training) 
 
4. The exam will be written and objective, most likely multiple choice with two parts. 
The first part will be general knowledge for conservators across all specialties. The 
second part will be case studies to test concepts. A passing score on both parts will be 
necessary to pass the exam. A passing score has yet to be determined. The exam will 
likely be paper-based and proctored. 
 
5. There will be three types of certification: Fast-track, regular, and renewal or re-
certification. Fast-track will be available only for the first year and will require a higher 
level qualification than for regular certification. A fast-tracked conservator does not take 
the test for a grade, but agrees to participate in test development and to assist in testing 
the test questions. A Fast-tracked conservator may be required to take the test more than 
once to test the validity of the questions. Regular certification will begin after the exam 
has been developed and evaluated. Renewal or re-certification will be required every 3-5 
years and will be based on points accrued through participating in a variety of 
professional development activities. A model has almost been completed for a re-
certification program. 
 
6. Since AIC members are supporting the costs of developing and running a certification 
program, either AIC membership will be required to apply for certification or a higher fee 
will be charged for non-members. 



 
The next steps: 
 
Approximately 5 months ago a Certification Leadership Group was formed with 
representatives from the Board, the Certification Development Committee, the AIC office 
staff, and outside consultants. The purpose of this group was to review what the core 
committee has done in order to identify gaps that should be addressed, to assist in 
creating a model for governance, and to give guidance on developing standards for 
testing and creating a successful, sustainable certification program. This group will 
continue its work after the Certification Development Committee retires. 
 
Over the next few months the Certification Development Committee will be completing 
its tasks , such as creating a bibliography as a study guide, finalizing the model for re-
certification, and finalizing the qualifications to sit for the exam. 
 
Budget for Certification 
Ruth Seyler, AIC Membership and Marketing Director  
 
To develop a certification program will be a major allocation of AIC resources with the 
potential to provide amazing benefits to the membership. 
 
Budget # 1 Ð covers the program development and the first 2 exam years. AIC believes 
that we can obtain a grant to start the program and cover these costs. These costs are 
estimates and can be adjusted somewhat if needed. Also changes on the income side in 
the numbers who take the exam and the cost of the exam will change the bottom line. 
This budget covers the test development and the first two years. 
  
 
Budget #2 Ð This budget shows projected income and expense ratios for the certification 
program in years 3 and onward. This budget is based on each year. One reason for the 
projected revenue loss is the drop to roughly 75 people per year taking the exam. Most 
certification programs do experience a drop in the number of people taking the exam after 
the first two years. AIC, while a growing organization, does not have a large membership 
base and the conservation field does not grow rapidly each year. Two factors leading to 
fewer exam takers.  
 
You can see that the net loss per year is projected around 25K. Again, changes in the 
projected revenue (more people taking the exam at a higher cost) would decrease the 
projected loss. Also, the costs of not having a certification program need to be weighed.  
 


