
 
 

MEMORANDUM 
 
 
DATE:  April 3, 2026 
   

SUBJECT: Clarification regarding Residency Program Completion Requirements for VA-Based 
Optometric Residency Programs 

 

TO: Deans, Presidents, and Chief Academic Officers of Schools and Colleges of Optometry; 
Directors of Optometric Residencies; Supervisors of Optometric Residencies; ACOE 
Consultants; ASCO Executive Director; Director of the VA Optometry Service; Military 
and Public Health Optometric Service Chiefs; any interested party  

 
FROM:  Julie DeKinder, O.D., ACOE Chair 
 

DIST:  ACOE, Ms. Puljak, Ms. Wirth, Ms. Mohr, Mr. Smith, Ms. Martin 
 
The purpose of this memorandum is to provide guidance related to the establishment of, adherence to, 
and publication of completion requirements at optometric residency programs sponsored by the 
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) and how the Accreditation Council on Optometric Education (ACOE) 
evaluates optometric residency programs’ adherence to and publication of established completion 
requirements. 
 
VA Licensure Requirement 
The VHA Eye and Vision Care directive 1121(2), Appendix H, Education and Training of Optometry 
Trainees (Residents, Fellows, Students), Section 9b Resident Trainees, Item (4) (link) requires residents to 
“Obtain licensure in a State, territory, or Commonwealth of the United States, or in the District of 
Columbia before completion of the first year of VA residency.” 
 
The ACOE expects optometric residency programs sponsored by a VA medical center to include the 
requirement for licensure among the program’s listed completion requirements and that programs 
adhere to this requirement to remain in compliance with ACOE Optometric Residency Program 
Standards 3.8 and 5.3. Optometric Residency Program Standard 3.8 requires that “The program must 
establish and adhere to its requirements for program completion.” Optometric Residency Program 
Standard 5.3 requires that “The residency program’s publications, advertising, and resident recruitment 
materials and activities must present an accurate representation of the residency program.” 
 
Program Completion and the ACOE Grace Period 
The ACOE defines ‘program completion’ within the ACOE Glossary and as follows: 
 

Program completion – The resident has met all program requirements and is awarded a 
certificate prior to the end of the sixth month following the program’s established end date. 

 
The definition was adopted by the Council in February 2025 and communicated to the communities of 
interest in a Memorandum distributed March 24, 2025. The Council also included the guidance below in 
the March 24, 2025, memorandum. 

https://www.va.gov/OPTOMETRY/docs/VHA_Directive_1121-2_VHA_Eye_and_vision_Care_10-02-2019_Amended_08-19-2020.pdf
https://theacoe.org/Affiliates/ACOE/Documents/ACOE/Current%20ACOE%20Glossary.pdf


 
The program has discretion to award a completion certificate after the end of the sixth month 
following the program’s established end date. When a completion certificate is awarded after 
the end of the sixth month following the program’s established end date, the resident may be 
considered as having completed an ACOE-accredited program; the program may not include the 
resident’s completion in its rate of program completion under Standard 1.10. 

 
The ACOE is clarifying that its definition and guidance allow for a ‘grace period’ only as consistent with 
the program’s established completion requirements. The allowance for a ‘grace period’ by the ACOE for 
purposes of programs’ completion rate reporting for Standard 1.10, which states “The program must 
monitor the rate of program completion; if lower than 75% over the last eight years, the program must 
evaluate for root cause and take appropriate action,” does not supersede any directive or other 
requirements from the VA, including the requirement for residents to obtain licensure by the program’s 
established end date.  
 
Role of Academic Affiliates 
The ACOE considers the optometric residency program as the entity that is accountable for compliance 
with the ACOE Optometric Residency Program Standards, and the residency program is the entity that is 
granted, continued, or denied accreditation by the ACOE. Academic affiliates (schools and colleges of 
optometry) do not define and cannot override a residency program’s completion requirements. 
 
The ACOE’s position is that academic affiliates should not award completion certificates to residents who 
have not met the residency program’s completion requirements. When an affiliate grants a certificate of 
completion in the event that the resident has not met the program’s completion requirements, the ACOE 
does not recognize that resident as having completed the program for purposes of computing the 
program’s completion rate, in accordance with ACOE Optometric Residency Program Standard 1.10.  
 
The ACOE encourages all VA-sponsored residency programs and their academic affiliates to review 
published completion requirements and internal processes to ensure consistency with VA policies and 
the ACOE Standards. 


