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Asynchronous Online Education Credit Hours by the Book
Frederick Carl Prasuhn
Athens Technical College
Abstract
A study of U.S. Department of Education (DOE) and accrediting commissions’ policies was
conducted to learn how the credit hour metric is applied to asynchronous online education. No
research was found addressing this issue. Findings indicate that the credit hour definition and
use are not uniform and that local institutions and faculty are most responsible for credit hour
determinations. Also indicated by data is that an alternative metric is possible since the credit
hour is an inappropriate system.
Introduction
he history of higher education in the United States includes providing alternative access
for adult learners. Distance education is one such format. Over the years, learning at a
distance used correspondence, off campus lectures, community-based events, and many
other practices. A contemporary distance education modality is commonly known as online
education. Using computer technologies and Internet access, learning is made possible through
asynchronous courses in which instructor and learners are separated by time and space.
Enrollment in asynchronous online education continues to increase, and more courses and
degrees are being offered to meet learners’ needs. Therefore, examination of policies is
warranted to ensure just and equitable credit hour praxis.
Another historical element found within American education is the use of the credit hour
system. Originally named the Carnegie Unit, the credit hour has been used for over a century
within the U.S. education system. One credit hour is traditionally defined as one instructional
hour in a classroom setting with instructor and learners. A commonly practiced application of a
credit is for each hour of classroom instruction that a learner would spend a minimum of two
hours of study or preparation resulting in three learning hours per credit hour. Since its adoption
into the American education system, the credit hour meaning has remained static. Additionally,
the credit hour now provides a metric for more than learning. Credits are used to set budgets,
faculty work load, financial aid, and other administrative measures.

T

Problem and Purpose
Education is no longer limited to the traditional face-to-face classroom with teacher and students
together. Instead, learning is possible through a format such as asynchronous online education.
Because of its differences, online learning has been scrutinized and evaluated against traditional
education. Asynchronous online education does not include the measurable class time, or seat
time, for which the credit hour is based. Credit hour values are assigned to online courses
although there was no definable contact or seat time hours. No research was found that addressed
the translation of asynchronous online education into credit hours.
Therefore, a study was conducted to determine how “class time” for asynchronous online
higher education courses was determined. Specifically, the question raised: What methods do
national and regional accrediting commissions’ policies set forth for translating asynchronous
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online education into credit hours? Examination of the U.S. Department of Education and the six
regional accrediting agencies’ policies and documents was conducted. Interviews with persons
representing the various organizations were conducted and used to triangulate findings from
policies and documents.
During the last part of the study, the U.S. Department of Education released the Program
Integrity Issues (2010) ruling. The regulation was issued to address several concerns within
higher education and included placing a definition of a credit hour into federal rules. Information
pertinent to this study from the ruling was integrated into the findings discussed in the following
sections.
Review of Literature
A review of pertinent literature began the project. Readings found were from library sources and
databases. One search focused on credit hour definition, use, and practice. An additional search
conducted pertained to asynchronous online education. This search was found limiting and was
widened to incorporate distance education with attention to online learning. Throughout the
process, synonyms of the two primary subjects, credit hours and asynchronous online education,
were used to create the broadest search and review possible. A guiding principle of the review
was how online education courses were associated with credit hours. The relevant information is
provided in the subsequent sections.
Credit Hour Definition. The late 1800s and into the early 1900s, American education
experienced several changes that caused lasting effects. The United States Bureau of Education
was formed in response to the creation of land grant universities by the Morrill Act (1862).
Subsequently, centralized governance and standards for education began to develop providing
the foundation for the U.S. K-12 and higher-education systems known today. This transition also
provided reason for the National Education Association’s recommendations to address the need
for standards and minimal requirements for enrollment in secondary education. A standard of 14
units of credit became required for college entrance with each unit of credit equaling a minimum
of 130 instructional hours (Heffernan 1973; Lorimer 1962; Shedd 2003a; 2003b; Wellman and
Ehrlich 2003a; 2003b; Wolanin 2003). The 14 units were equivalent to four years of high school
education. Also, each unit represented an instructional hour. The units were designed to provide
a uniform process of measuring learning between all schools.
According to the Carnegie Foundation (2008) and Maeroff (1994), the Carnegie
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching greatly influenced adoption of the National
Education Association’s standard units. The Foundation stipulated that institutions had to use
what became known as the Carnegie Unit in order to receive funding for teacher pensions. The
Carnegie Unit, according to Shaw (1993) and Watkins (1991), promoted and established national
education standards and uniformity to the length of classes, school terms, and admission
standards. The traditional five 40–55 minute classes per week became part of American
education. Mullin (2001) further indicated that because of the ease of use, the credit hour quickly
became a vital part of the U.S. education system and used for administrative decisions such as
budgets and faculty work loads.
Asynchronous Online Education. Remote or distance learning is not new to higher
education. Other modalities include correspondence, the Lyceum movement, Chautauqua,
Society to Encourage Studies at Home, Correspondence University, and Extension services
(Larreamendy-Joerns and Leinhardt 2006; Pittman 1991; Watkins 1991). VanKekerix and
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Andrews (1991) discussed how technology impacted on educational offerings along with the
various results. In the 1990s, the introduction of the Internet brought a shift in distance education
(Eaton 2002; Shale 2002; Web-Based Education Commission 2000). Online education is a mix
of human–computer interaction, cognitive science, and instructional technologies (Distance
Learning Task Force 1999; Hrastinski 2008; Parsad, Lewis and Tice 2008). For this discussion,
the definition of online education provided by Parsad et al. (2008) is used:
“formal education process in which the student and instructor are not in the same place,
thus, instruction may be synchronous or asynchronous, and it may involve communication
through the use of video, audio, or computer technologies” (p. 1).
Martindale and Ahern (2001) discussed how online education provided an alternative
format and access to higher education. The new system, according to Wingard (2004), provides
the opportunity for learners with Internet access and computer to acquire educational materials
nearly any time and any place.
The Web-Based Education Commission (2000) projected that online nontraditional adult
(age 25 years and older) enrollments would steadily increase. In a report for the National Center
for Education Statistics, Parsad et al. (2008) reported for the academic year 2006–2007 that 29%
of 4,200 surveyed institutions made available degree programs online. From those same
institutions 17% offered online certificate programs. More recently, Allen and Seaman (2010)
indicated how online education enrollment during 2008 increased 17% over 2007 online
education enrollments. Snyder, Dillow and Hoffman (2008) indicated that technologies and
online education were better suited to meet busy adult learners’ needs in a rapidly changing
society and workplace by reducing barriers of time and place. Discussion provided by Abel
(2005) and Martyn (2003) described how employees were expected in today’s global market to
obtain quality education quickly. Abel (2005), Lim, Morris, and Kupritz (2006), and Martyn
(2003) also discussed how asynchronous online education may meet modern learning needs
because of flexibility in scheduling and the possibility of “just-in-time” learning.
Incompatibility with the Credit Hour. Asynchronous online education is not based on a
time measurement or set instructional time and place. Paradoxically, credit hours are designed on
a measurement of instructional time in a designated place, but are used to measure asynchronous
online education. The concern, therefore, is the awarding of credit hour values to instructional
forms that do not have a set class time or a measurable amount of instructional time. Eaton
(2002) emphasized how contemporary courses such as asynchronous online education no longer
fit the definition of a credit hour, and thus cannot be measured in that way. Similarly, Meyer
(1975) argued that credit hours do not measure learning and cannot justifiably do so with
nontraditional education.
In 2009, Scott, Office Inspector General of The United States Department of Education
issued two memorandums concerning the determination and use of credit hours. The first went to
the Middle States Commission Higher Education. The second was issued to Commission on
Colleges of the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools. Scott (2009b; 2009c) reported to
both commissions that there were insufficient guidelines in place to assure that credit hour values
were consistent and met minimal requirements. A third memorandum by Scott (2009a) addressed
to the Higher Learning Commission of the North Central Association of Colleges and Schools,
reported that the Higher Learning Commission did not provide sufficient guidance for credit
hour determinations. As a result, the commission could not guarantee the quality of education.
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Methods
Policy and document analyses were determined appropriate for this study addressing the research
question: What methods do national and regional accrediting commissions’ policies set forth for
translating asynchronous online education into credit hours? In addition to the U.S. Department
of Education, the six regional accrediting commissions were used in this project. The agencies
included: (a) Middle States Association of Colleges and Schools; (b) New England Association
of Schools and Colleges, Commission on Institutions of Higher Education; (c) North Central
Association of Colleges and Schools, The Higher Learning Commission; (d) Northwest
Commission on Colleges and Universities; (e) Southern Association of Colleges and Schools,
Commission on Colleges; and (f) Western Association of Schools and Colleges, Accrediting
Commission for Senior Colleges and Universities (U.S. Department of Education 2009).
Commissions’ policies and documentation were expected to reveal the current standards
and praxis of assigning credit hour values to asynchronous online education. This procedure
would allow for agency comparison and would show which commissions had existing policies
and practices. Additionally, this method allowed for understanding of current educational
circumstances. The content of the policies and documents provided a collection of descriptive
data. Each of the commissions was examined in a “systematic, purposeful, and disciplined
process of discovering reality” (Merriam and Simpson 2000, 5) concerned with credit hour
production and use with online education.
Policy analysis, as a formal discipline in education (Musick 1998), is comparative in
nature by reviewing one document against another (Musick 1998; Rose 2002). Musick (1998)
also defined this method as an evaluation of programs, policies, and methods relational to the
proposed outcome and its impact. Smith (2002) reiterated the point by indicating analysis and
evaluation cannot occur without the other in understanding all the dynamics of policy and use.
Collecting policies and documentation in a rigorous and systematic form permitted the researcher
to generate a scientific understanding from data (Bogdan and Biklen 2007; Hesse-Biber and
Leavy 2006).
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with a purposeful sample comprised of
regional accrediting commission persons to triangulate findings from policies and documents.
Collecting information from more than one source allowed the researcher to determine
trustworthiness of data (Bogdan and Biklen 2007; McCulloch 2004). Through interviewing
persons directly related to the subject, the researcher was able to add another layer of data
comparison and deeper understanding (Denzin and Lincoln 1994). In order to protect
confidentiality, persons interviewed were assigned a designation of ‘P’ followed by a randomly
assigned two-digit number. Although separation of persons from their respective commission
was not completely possible, all efforts were made to protect participant confidentiality by
removing any identifying characteristics from the transcribed text and any quotations used in this
report.
Guiding questions were used during data collection and interviews. The questions were
designed to provide data relevant to the research purpose and to provide structure to interviews.
Also, the questions assisted in the research to learn how agencies guided its organizations in
credit hour value assignment to traditional and online education. These directive questions were:
(a) Did the agency provide a published definition of the credit hour to its
institutions/organizations? (b) What published policies did the agency have for calculating credit
hour value for traditional and asynchronous online education courses? (c) In the absence of
published materials, what were established guidelines and practices to address the above
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questions? (d) Who was responsible to ensure consistent application and use of credit hours? (e)
As related to credit hour values, what changes did the organization foresee, or made, as the result
of the U.S. Department of Education’s Program Integrity Issues: Final Rule, October 29, 2010
(34 CFR Parts 600, 602, 602, etc.)?
Results
The purpose of this study was to determine what policies exist to guide the translation of
asynchronous online education class time into credit hours. This report provides the results from
data collected from the U.S. Department of Education and the six regional accrediting
commissions. Collection and analysis of data occurred by a systematic search of agency policies
and documents. Interviews of regional persons were conducted in order to validate findings from
policies and documents. There are three primary findings from data collected. These discoveries
are presented in the following sections and organized by credit hour definition, responsibility for
credit hour determinations, and translation of credit hours for asynchronous online education.
(As a reminder, in order to protect interview participants’ confidentiality the letter ‘P’ followed
by a randomly assigned number distinguishes interview participants.)
Credit Hour Definition
Understanding the meaning and use of credit hours was crucial for this study. During the
research, many details were found that were not discovered in the literature review. Literature
and research data provided an enlightened understanding of credit hours and use with
asynchronous online education. A common understanding of credit hours was found. However,
variations on the use and interpretation of credit hours occurred due to credit hour determinations
made with subjective elements. In other words, comparing similar classes between institutions
most often did not exactly correspond resulting in interpretive differences on credits and the
course content.
As discussed, the Carnegie Unit became what is known today as the credit hour. A credit
hour, in general, is one instructional hour plus two student study hours per course per week for
the term, which equated to 45 learning hours per credit hour (U.S. Network for Education
Information 2008b; 2008c). One definition read that a credit was the representation of “a
mathematical summarization of all work completed, and are not the same as the actual classroom
contact or instruction hours” (U.S. Network for Education Information 2008c, 2). The Middle
States Commission on Higher Education (2009d) indicated that students received credits when
successfully completing courses. More detailed information from Middle States Commission on
Higher Education defined a credit hour as “a unit of measure representing the equivalent of an
hour (50 minutes) of instruction per week over the entire term” [italics in original] (2009d, 49).
Another commission indicated that credit hours were a measure of “engaged learning time
expected of a typical student” (New England Association of Schools and Colleges Commission
on Institutions of Higher Education 2005, 1). P11 discussed that the credit hour “is a commonly
accepted quantification of academic learning.” Further explanation included references to the
commission’s documents. P11 specified that all credit hours had to be “consistent with
institutional policies that reflect generally accepted norms or equivalencies in higher education.”
During interviews, participants clearly indicated that one credit should equal a minimum of one
instructional hour per week per term. Half of the participants included student study time, which
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totals 45 learning hours per credit per week per term (P11, P15, P21). The allotment of 45 hours
per week was also found in commissions’ documentation (Middle States Commission on Higher
Education 2009d; New England Association of Schools and Colleges Commission on
Institutions of Higher Education 2005; Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities
2010). The Higher Learning Commission and Commission on Colleges did not specifically
provide a credit hour definition. During interviews, P13 and P15 discussed how the credit hour
does not properly measure learning and that their commissions placed focus on learning
outcomes.
Found in the Middle States Commission on Higher Education (2009e) documentation
defined five types of credit hours and the related learning format. First, a laboratory credit hour
would include class or lecture with designated time for student work in a laboratory setting and
student study time. A second type, practice credit hour, would have supervised clinical
experience, teaching, fieldwork, and visual or performing arts. Third, an internship was
comprised of an established set of time and duties followed by an assessment of student work.
Fourth, an independent study credit hour was negotiated time and outcomes between an
instructor and student. Fifth, competency-based credit hours were explained as a collaborative
effort between instructor and student to meet predefined objectives that may or may not have a
defined time for completion. Specific traits of these descriptions were the amount of time allotted
for each instructional format.
Lecture or seminar credits had one hour of instruction plus two hours of student study
each week resulting in 45 learning hours per term per credit hour. This follows the traditional
credit hour definition explained previously. Laboratory courses required more learning time. It
was explained that one instructional hour plus two student study hours plus one to two additional
hours in the laboratory each week. This format required 60–75 learning hours per term per credit
hour. Instructional credit hour types for internship and independent study required three to four
independent and/or supervised work totaling 45–60 learning hours per term per credit. Finally,
learning time associated with competency-based credit was explained as relevant time for student
completion of work to meet course objectives. Similar findings were in the Department of
Education’s information provided through U.S. Network for Education Information (2008a;
2008b; 2008c; 2008d). The New England Association of Schools and Colleges Commission on
Institutions of Higher Education (2005) data. Classroom credit hours were explained as a
combination of instruction and student study to equate 45 hours per term per credit. Experiential
learning credits were to be a minimum of 45 learning hours per term per credit. The Northwest
Commission on Colleges and Universities (2003; 2010) was similar to New England, but
provided the range of 40–45 learning hours per term per credit. Specific information was not
found in Western Association of Schools and Colleges Commission for Senior Colleges and
Universities documents’. However, P11 described 40–45 learning hours per term per credit as
the norm for the region and no distinguishing between classroom and non-classroom credits. The
North Central Association of Colleges and Schools—Higher Learning Commission and Southern
Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges did not have specific time
assigned to credit hours. In both documentation and interviews, the emphasis was on learning
outcomes and that schools were required to associate learning to commonly expected credit hour
practices.
Following the Program Integrity Issues (2010) ruling a credit hour became the intended
amount of work that occurs within one classroom instructional hour plus two student study hours
resulting in 45 learning hours per term per credit. For other instructional modalities, such as
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laboratory, studio, practicum, and the like, one credit hour was defined as the represented
learning that would occur in a minimum of 45 learning hours per term. The text of the ruling also
indicated “credit hours at one institution will not necessarily equate credit hours at another
institution for a similar program” (Program Integrity Issues 2010). Further description elaborated
that the new flexibility provided minimal basics so that credit hours would be more equitable
between institutions. The ruling and the new credit hour definition were clarified more in a letter
from Ochoa (2011), U.S. Department of Education Assistant Secretary, Office of Postsecondary
Education. In the letter, Ochoa described the new credit hour definition as noninvasive and that it
removed the former credit hour’s “seat time.” Thus, institutions were permitted the freedom in
instruction as long as the learning outcomes and achievement were reasonably equal to the
learning of one instructional hour and two student study hours per week per credit. The new
credit hour definition did require assessment showing student achievement as related to learning
outcomes.
P11 discussed during the interview how the credit hour was based not only on time, but
also on “commonly accepted quantification of academic learning.” Another characteristic of
credit hours was how an institution’s credits had to be “consistent with institutional policies that
reflect generally accepted norms of equivalencies in higher education” (P11). This was similar to
documentation as institutions were obligated to assign “academic credits based on generally
accepted practices in degree-granting institutions of higher education” (Western Association of
Schools and Colleges Accrediting Commission for Senior Colleges and Universities 2010b, 7).
The commission provided peer reviewers the “Eligibility Review Panel Scoresheet” to use
during an institution’s review (Western Association of Schools and Colleges Accrediting
Commission for Senior Colleges and Universities 2010a). Reviewers would rate a school’s
ability in meeting various principles listed on the form. One of the criteria rated an institution’s
documents concerning assignment of credit hours included criteria that “represent good practice
in higher education” (p. 2). The Middle States Commission on Higher Education (2009a)
provided discussion about credit hours and related course work. Institutions were required to
ensure that “appropriate academic content, breadth, length, and rigor” (p. 4) were provided in all
courses and associated credit hour assignments.
Responsibility
The accreditation process found in American education is unique. Accrediting commissions and
the Department of Education (DOE) act as overseers to ensure that standards are maintained. It is
through a self-evaluation and peer review process that evaluation of institutional compliance to
standards occurs (Middle States Commission on Higher Education 2002; New England
Association of Schools and Colleges Commission on Institutions of Higher Education 2009a).
The system places great responsibility at the local level for providing quality education.
Decisions are made concerning courses and credits through faculty, curriculum committees, and
institutional administration. In essence, each institution maintains the most control and duty for
credit hours and related learning.
Each institution has its own process for developing, reviewing, and approving course
work and credits. When accreditation reviews occur, institutions are evaluated on how well
standards are met relational to the school’s mission and purpose. Peer reviewers assess credit
hours, course content, instructional formats, assignments, and assessments (Middle States
Commission on Higher Education 2002; New England Association of Schools and Colleges
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Commission on Institutions of Higher Education 2009a). This was emphasized by P21 when
discussing how each institution was reviewed based on its mission and goals comparative to how
well appropriate content, learning outcomes, varied assessment methods, and qualified faculty
for subject and teaching are used to ensure quality education. Explained by P15, standards were
in place to establish minimal requirements and expectations for attainment. The Southern
Association of Colleges and Schools’ “Principles of Accreditation” (2009) indicated established
standards for the region’s institutions. Wheelen (2009), then president of Southern Association of
Colleges and Schools, responded to a report issued by Scott (2009c), Assistant Inspector
General, U.S. DOE. In the letter Wheelen stressed that the commission, through evaluations and
peer reviews, held “institutions accountable for the academic quality of any and all [emphasis in
original] course work or credit recorded” (p. 2) by a school. It is through the peer review process
that quality education is ensured and is related to the institution’s mission. Peer reviewers
evaluate an institution’s courses and learning outcomes and degree programs are suitable for the
collegiate level (Wheelan 2009).
Although responsibility for determining credit hour values and maintaining academic
rigor was at the institution level, the accrediting commissions were liable for ensuring
compliance to prescribed standards. Credit hour variance between institutions was expected.
Within New England commission’s documentation, discussion on how peer reviews work in
favor of supporting quality education. Yet, the commission realizes that the accreditation and
review process are “not an equalizing force, measuring every institution by a uniform set of
quantitative standards” (New England Association of Schools and Colleges Commission on
Institutions of Higher Education 2009a, 4). The DOE explained that credit hours would vary.
The reliance of following acceptable higher-education practices permitted variance, but assumed
basic academics were compatible (U.S. Department of Education 2010a; U.S. Network for
Education Information 2008b).
The Western Association of Schools and Colleges require institutions to prove
themselves and that “academic credits [are] based on generally accepted practices” (Western
Association of Schools and Colleges Accrediting Commission for Senior Colleges and
Universities 2010b, 7). As with other commissions, the Western Association requires institutions
to demonstrate that any alternative instructional format is comparable to traditional in-class
learning (Council of Regional Accrediting Commissions 2009; Western Association of Schools
and Colleges Accrediting Commission for Senior Colleges and Universities 2010c). Institutional
proof and demonstration was also required in New England (2009a; 2009b) and Middle States
(2009a; 2009b; 2011b) associations. At the institutional level decisions are made that impact on
credit hours and the associated learning. The regional commissions then evaluate institutional
determinations and practices to ensure quality education.
As presented, the responsibility of credit hours is at the local level. A common theme in
the interviews is that accreditation reviews look for the appropriate academic content and rigor.
P13 discussed at length the importance of awarding accreditation based on how well institutions
meet learning objectives appropriate to the academic level. P11 also emphasized many times that
“content and rigor” were the focus of the region’s evaluations. Both Manning (2009; 2011a;
2011b) and Wheelan (2009) described how each region, respectively, was more concerned about
learning and outcomes. Accreditation reviews would assess each institution’s ability to provide
appropriate academic content, length, and rigor in curricular choices. Although credit hours were
used as a metric, reviewers looked for demonstrated evidence that an institution’s choices were
comparable to other higher-education institutions.
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Translation Policy
The third finding of the study was that no policy or practice translating asynchronous
learning into credit hour values was found. Documentation and responses from interviews
indicated that online education followed the same process as classroom instruction. More
specifically, online courses used classroom curricula and standards to promote the same rigor
and content as traditional learning.
Accreditation standards of the Middle States required that all instructional modalities
were “comparable to those offered in more traditional formats” (Middle States Commission on
Higher Education 2002, 44). Other documents indicated that institutions were solely responsible
to ensure all educational formats met the same standards found with traditional classroom
learning (Middle States Commission on Higher Education 2009c; 2011a; 2011b). The Northwest
commission required schools to maintain the same academic standards regardless of delivery
format and that institution could equate its course work to commonly held praxis (Northwest
Commission on Colleges and Universities 2003) ensuring “both the rigor of the programs and the
quality of instruction” (p. 45). Additionally, the learning time would be equitable to three hours
of student work (Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities 2010).
How credit hours were not appropriate as a metric for learning was discussed during the
exchange with P15. Instead, the commission, regardless of the instructional format, would focus
on learning outcomes, course content, and rigor. Similar statements were found in documents by
Manning (2009; 2011a; 2011b) representing the North Central Association and Wheelan (2009)
from the Southern Association. Proposed North Central Association standards changes included
that all educational modalities would maintain the “substance, rigor, and relevance appropriate to
its mission and to higher education” (North Central Association of Colleges and Schools—
Higher Learning Commission 2011a, 5). P11 and the related association documents also required
institutions to ensure online courses were comparable to traditional classroom instruction
(Council of Regional Accrediting Commissions 2009; Western Association of Schools and
Colleges Accrediting Commission for Senior Colleges and Universities 2010c). Institutions were
required to demonstrate for all learning formats that content and rigor were comparable with
standards and commonly held higher-education practices (P11).
Discussion and Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to learn what national and regional policies exist to translate
asynchronous online education into credit hour values. Knowledge of the credit hour meaning
and use was required in order to understand what is stated in policies and how credit hour
determinations are made. Data collected from documents and during interviews indicate three
factors: (a) credit hours measure time and not what is learned; (b) responsibility for choosing
credit hour values is at the local institution level; and (c) no policy exists that translate
asynchronous online education into credit hours. During data analysis a theme emerged in
documentation and discussed greatly during interviews that indicate an alternative metric is
possible.
The credit hour measures the amount of learning time involved. This is learning
traditionally based on one hour of classroom instruction plus two student study hours per credit
per week each term. This has remained static since the introduction of the credit hour and
continues through the most recent definition published by the U.S. DOE’s Program Integrity
Issues (2010), which did not alter the time element within the U.S. education system. Instead, the
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ruling indicated the amount of learning involved in three learning hours (one instructional hour
plus two student study hours) would be the basis for one credit hour. Criteria for a credit hour
must now be quantified by “intended learning outcomes and verified by evidence of student
achievement” (Program Integrity Issues 2010). Ochoa (2011) explained in a Dear Colleague
Letter that the ruling did not drastically change existing practices. Rather, the ruling emphasized
the importance of learning content, outcomes, and assessment, but continued to use the credit
hour as metric that “is a proxy measure of a quantity of student learning” (Ochoa 2011, 2).
Greatest responsibility for credit hours is on the local institution: faculty, committees, and
administration. The DOE reaffirmed local duty in the Program Integrity Issues (2010). Also, the
DOE reiterated that accrediting commissions were obligated to ensure member institutions were
meeting standards. The DOE’s ruling also requires institutions and commissions to have
procedures in place indicating how consistent credit hour choices are made. Within
commissions’ policies, institutions were required to have policies for their credit hour decisions
and proof that demonstrated their values were acceptable to higher-education practices.
Information was not found in data that would equate how much learning should occur within the
time associated with credit hours. Instead, continued propagation of arbitrary measures of rigor,
robust, appropriate content, and consistent with higher education praxis were assigned to
learning and related credit values. Commissions and the DOE expect that choices made about
course work and credits assigned would vary, as persons would make judgments based on
perception of academic offerings. In fact, this same point was made by Manning (2009; 2011a;
2011b) and Wheelan (2009) when giving response to the DOE’s assessment of commission
policies and determinations.
Actual translation policies were not found. Instead, institutions were required to ensure
that any instructional format met the standard of classroom learning. This practice is the
foundation of the DOE’s Program Integrity Issues (2010). All learning, as defined in the ruling,
must be equivalent to the learning that would occur within one instructional hour and two student
study hours. This is the same parameters of the traditional credit hour and is set as a benchmark
for measuring U.S. education. Therefore, the credit hour, as historically defined and used,
continues to be the metric of the U.S. educational system.
A prevalent theme occurred during the course of the study that may provide an alternative
to the credit hour metric. The subject was found in commissions’ documents, but became
prevalent during interviews. Data indicate that using outcomes or competencies based metric is
being voiced and is a theoretical element of accreditation review and credit hour definition. The
challenge, however, is for institutions and agencies to concretely associate competencies to credit
hour values. No benchmarks were found, nor how much learning should occur within credit hour
parameters.
The Middle States commission included in its standards that student learning was
measurable by “learning goals and objectives, including knowledge and skills” (Middle States
Commission on Higher Education 2002, 39). Other data found that appropriate higher-education
knowledge, skills, and competencies were assessed to ensure quality education (Middle States
Commission on Higher Education 2002; 2011a). In a similar manner the Northwest commission
required members to ensure that rigor and content were acceptable for academic level and
followed common higher education practices (Northwest Commission on Colleges and
Universities 2003). During the interview, P21 discussed how student learning and outcomes were
important factors of higher education and accreditation. The Southern Association also relied on
outcomes as an important basis of standards. This was most evident in the communication
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between DOE and Wheelen (Scott 2009c) discussed previously. In response to a DOE report,
Wheelen (2009) stated that the region placed emphasis on learning and that institutions were held
accountable for their academic offerings. An institution’s course work and learning outcomes
were evaluated during peer review processes.
Two regions clearly indicated the importance of learning over credit hours. The North
Central and Western Associations incorporated review of student learning, course objectives, and
assessments as part of accreditation reviews. The North Central commission proposed a standard
change to specifically address course substance and rigor. The new standard would require
institutions to demonstrate appropriate academic caliber and level through stated core
competencies and proven by student assessments (North Central Association of Colleges and
Schools—Higher Learning Commission 2011a). During the interview, P13 elaborated that the
commission was focused on student learning and that the amount of time spent “learning” was
not a true indicator students’ gained knowledge and skills. Simply put by P13, “we are more
interested in learning than in seat time.” Further discussion indicated the need for a new metric
that used stated objectives and competencies. The credit hour created a challenge on “how to
decide when a 3 credit course has substance and rigor” (P13). Discussing more, P13 referenced
the commission’s standards indicating that regardless of the format learning takes place, student
learning and outcomes were important for quality education. Learning methods may change, but
standards provide the foundation for quality education (North Central Association of Colleges
and Schools—Higher Learning Commission 2011a; 2011b; n.d.). Due to the nature of current
accreditation practices and credit hour methods, the commission relied on learning outcomes
when reviewing institutions. As indicated by P13, common learning standards and competencies
provide instructors the foundation for courses, but allowed freedom to use multiple methods and
tailor curriculum to learners. Similar discussion occurred with P11. Even though the Western
Association did use the credit hour as a basic metric, according to P11, the commission focused
on student learning and outcomes as an element of review. P11 referenced How to Become
Accredited: Procedures Manual for Eligibility, Candidacy, and Initial Accreditation (Western
Association of Schools and Colleges Accrediting Commission for Senior Colleges and
Universities 2010b) during the discussion associating points made with regional policies. During
this process, program goals and objectives, methodologies, course goals and objectives, and
assessment that aligned with outcomes were examined closely to ensure the region’s membership
met accreditation standards.
The credit hour is part of the U.S. education system genetic code and has been a useful
tool as the American educational structure developed and grew. Application and continued use of
the credit hour may not be in the best interest of learning with the many instructional formats
now available. The challenge for the U.S. education system is to make a change for a metric that
is based on learning. Information gathered during this study indicates that an alternative metric
based on competencies is possible. As indicated in the data, the credit hour is relied on greatly.
Historically, any proposed changes and any practices were ultimately forced into the credit hour
metric. Thus, perpetuating a system that has been proven as inappropriate.
About the Author
Fred Prasuhn is a recent doctoral graduate of the Adult Education program, Lifelong Education,
Administration, and Policy department, College of Education, University of Georgia, Athens,

Published by DigitalCommons@APUS, 2012

11

Internet Learning, Vol. 1, Iss. 1 [2012], Art. 7

72

Internet Learning

GA, USA. Fred serves as a traditional and online instructor for Athens Technical College
Business and Public Services Division.
References
Abel, R. 2005. "Implementing Best Practices in Online Learning: A Recent Study Reveals
Common Denominators for Success in Internet-supported Learning". EDUCASE
Quarterly 28 (3): 75-77.
Allen, I.E., and J. Seaman. 2010. "Learning on Demand: Online Education in the United States",
2009. http://www.sloan-c.org/publications/survey/pdf/learningondemand.pdf.
Bogdan, R.C., and S.K. Biklen. 2007. Qualitative Research for Education: An Introduction to
Theories and Methods, Fifth Edition. Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon.
Carnegie
Foundation.
2008.
"The
Carnegie
Unit:
What
is
it?"
http://www.carnegiefoundation.org/general/sub.asp?key=17&subkey=1874&topkey=17.
Council of Regional Accrediting Commissions. 2009. Guidelines for the Evaluation of Distance
Education (On-Line Learning). Alameda, CA: Western Association of Schools and
Colleges Accrediting Commission for Senior Colleges and Universities as part of Council
of Regional Accrediting Commissions. http://www.wascsenior.org/findit/files/forms
/C_RAC_Distance_ed_guidelines_7_31_2009.doc.
Denzin, N.K., and Y.S. Lincoln. 1994. "Introduction: Entering the Field of Qualitative
Research". In Handbook of Qualitative Research, eds. N.K. Denzin and Y.S. Lincoln.
Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 1-17.
Distance Learning Task Force. 1999. Distance Learning Task Force Report. Paper presented at
the American Mathematical Association of Two-Year Colleges, Pittsburgh, PA.
Eaton, J.S. 2002. "Maintaining the Delicate Balance: Distance Learning, Higher Education
Accreditation, and the Politics of Self-regulation". In Distributed Education: Challenges,
Choices, and a New Environment. Washington, DC: Center for Policy Analysis,
American Council on Education.
Heffernan, J.M. 1973. "The Credibility of the Credit Hour: The History, Use, and Shortcomings
of the Credit System". The Journal of Higher Education 44 (1): 61-72.
Hesse-Biber, S.H., and P. Leavy. 2006. The Practice of Qualitative Research. Thousand Oaks,
CA: SAGE Publications.
Hrastinski, S. 2008. "Asynchronous and Synchronous e-Learning: A Study of Asynchronous and
Synchronous e-Learning Methods Discovered that Each Supports Different Purposes".
EDUCASE Quarterly 31 (4): 51-55.
Larreamendy-Joerns, J., and G. Leinhardt. 2006. "Going the Distance with Online Education".
Review of Educational Research 76 (4): 567-605.
Lim, D.H., M.L. Morris, and V.W. Kupritz. 2006. Online vs. Blended Learning: Differences in
Instructional Outcomes and Learner Satisfaction. Paper presented at the Academy of
Human Resource Development International Conference, Columbus, OH.
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=eric&AN=ED492755&site=ehos
t-live.
Lorimer, M.F. 1962. "How Much Is a Credit Hour?: A Plea for Clarification". The Journal of
Higher Education 33 (6): 302-306.
Maeroff, G.I. 1994. "The Assault on the Carnegie Unit". NCA Quarterly 68 (3): 408-411.

http://digitalcommons.apus.edu/internetlearning/vol1/iss1/7

12

Prasuhn: Asynchronous Online Education Credit Hours by the Book

Asynchronous Online Education Credit Hours by the Book

73

Manning, S. 2009. Letter from President. Chicago, IL: The Higher Learning Commission.
http://www.ncahlc.org/download/LettertoPresident.pdf.
Manning, S. 2011a. Dear Colleagues. Chicago, IL: Higher Learning Commission.
https://content.springcm.com/content/DownloadDocuments.ashx?Selection=Document%
2C804f71ac-fe5e-e011-bf75-001cc448da6a%3B&accountId=5968.
Manning, S. 2011b. Testimony by Sylvia Manning, President, Higher Learning Commission,
North Central Association of Colleges and Schools, before Senate Committee on Health,
Education, Labor, and Pensions. Chicago, IL: Higher Learning Commission of the North
Central Association. https://content.springcm.com/content/DownloadDocuments.ashx?
Selection=Document%2C9aab2893-b15f-e011-bf75-001cc448da6a%3B&accountId
=5968.
Martindale, T., and T.C. Ahern. 2001. "The Effects of Three Web-based Delivery Models on
Undergraduate College Student Achievement". International Journal of Educational
Telecommunications 7 (4): 379-392.
Martyn, M. 2003. "The Hybrid Online Model: Good Practice". Educause Quarterly 26 (1): 1823.
McCulloch, G. 2004. Documentary Research in Education, History, and the Social Sciences.
New York, NY: Routledge Falmer.
Merriam, S.B., and E.L. Simpson. 2000. A Guide to Research for Educators and Trainers of
Adults, Second Edition. Malabar, FL: Krieger Publishing Company.
Meyer, P. 1975. Awarding College Credit for Non-college Learning: A Guide to Current
Practice. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass Publishers.
Middle States Commission on Higher Education. 2002. Designs for Excellence: Handbook for
Institutional Self-Study, Eight Edition. Philadelphia, PA: Middle States Commission on
Higher Education.
Middle States Commission on Higher Education. 2009a. ALO Newsletter: Fall 2009.
Philadelphia,
PA:
Middle
States
Commission
on
Higher
Education.
http://www.msche.org/newsletters/Fall-2009-ALO-Newsletter090911094756.doc.
Middle States Commission on Higher Education. 2009b. Becoming Accredited: Handbook for
Applicants and Candidates for Accreditation. Philidelphia, PA: Middle States
Commission on Higher Education. http://www.msche.org/publications/Becoming_
Accredited_090203.pdf.
Middle States Commission on Higher Education. 2009c. Characteristics of Excellence in Higher
Educaton: Requirements of Affiliation and Standards for Accreditation, 12th Edition.
Philidelphia, PA: Middle States Commission on Higher Education.
Middle States Commission on Higher Education. 2009d. Definitions of Higher Education and
Accreditation Terms. Philadelphia, PA: Middle States Commission on Higher Education.
http://www.msche.org/documents/Glossary.doc.
Middle States Commission on Higher Education. 2009e. Guidelines: Degree and Credits.
Philadelphia,
PA:
Middle
States
Commission
on
Higher
Education,.
http://www.msche.org/documents/Degree-and-Credit-Guidelines-062209FINAL%5B1%5DDec09.pdf.
Middle States Commission on Higher Education. 2011a. Distance Education Programs:
Interregional Guidelines for the Evaluation of Distance Education (Online Learning).
Philidelphia,
PA:
Middle
States
Commission
on
Higher
Education.

Published by DigitalCommons@APUS, 2012

13

Internet Learning, Vol. 1, Iss. 1 [2012], Art. 7

74

Internet Learning

http://www.msche.org/publications/Guidelines-for-the-Evaluation-of-DistanceEducation.pdf.
Middle States Commission on Higher Education. 2011b. Handbook for Periodic Review Reports,
12th Edition. Philidelphia, PA: Middle States Commission on Higher Education.
Mullin, R. 2001. "The Undergraduate Revolution: Change the System or Give Incrementalism
Another 30 Years?" Change (September/October): 54-58.
Musick, D.W. 1998. "Policy analysis in medical education: A structured approach". Medical
Education Online 3 (2).
New England Association of Schools and Colleges Commission on Institutions of Higher
Education. 2005. Statement on Credits and Degrees. Beford, MA: New England
Association of Schools and Colleges Commission on Institutions of Higher Education.
http://cihe.neasc.org/downloads/POLICIES/Pp110_StatementonCreditsandDegrees.pdf.
New England Association of Schools and Colleges Commission on Institutions of Higher
Education. 2009a. Evaluation Manual. Bedford, MA: New England Association of
Schools and Colleges Commission on Institutions of Higher Education.
New England Association of Schools and Colleges Commission on Institutions of Higher
Education. 2009b. Guidelines for the Evaluation of Distance Education (On-Line
Learning). Beford, MA: New England Association of Schools and Colleges Commission
on
Institutions
of
Higher
Education.
http://cihe.neasc.org/downloads/Pp90_Guidelines_for_the_Evaluation_of_Distance_Educ
ation.pdf.
North Central Association of Colleges and Schools—Higher Learning Commission. 2011a.
Commission Launches Criteria Revision Initiative: Welcomes Participation in Shaping
the
Outcome.
Chicago,
IL:
Higher
Learning
Commission.
https://content.springcm.com/content/DownloadDocuments.ashx?Selection=Document%
2Ce8ab5408-b845-e011-bf75-001cc448da6a%3B&accountId=5968.
North Central Association of Colleges and Schools—Higher Learning Commission. 2011b.
Higher Learning Commission Statement to the U.S. Senate Committee on Health,
Education, Labor, and Pensions. Chicago, IL: Higher Learning Commission of the North
Central
Association.
https://content.springcm.com/content/DownloadDocuments.ashx?Selection=Document%
2C9dab2893-b15f-e011-bf75-001cc448da6a%3B&accountId=5968.
North Central Association of Colleges and Schools—The Higher Learning Commission. n.d.
Best Practices for Electronically Offered Degree and Certificate Programs. Chicago, IL:
North Central Association of Colleges and Schools—The Higher Learning Commission.
https://content.springcm.com/content/DownloadDocuments.ashx?Selection=Document%
2C10708011%3B&accountId=5968.
Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities. 2003. Accreditation Handbook, 2003
Edition. Redmond, WA: Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities.
Northwest
Commission
on
Colleges
and
Universities.
2010.
Glossary.
http://www.nwccu.org/Glossary%20and%20FAQs/Glossary/Glossary.htm.
Ochoa, E.M. 2011. Dear Colleague Letter. (GEN-11-06). Washington, DC: U.S. Department of
Education. http://ifap.ed.gov/dpcletters/attachments/GEN1106.pdf.
Parsad, B., L. Lewis, and P. Tice. 2008. Distance Education at Degree-granting Postsecondary
Institutions: 2006–07. Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics,
Institute of Education Sciences.

http://digitalcommons.apus.edu/internetlearning/vol1/iss1/7

14

Prasuhn: Asynchronous Online Education Credit Hours by the Book

Asynchronous Online Education Credit Hours by the Book

75

Pittman, V. 1991. "Academic Credibility and the 'Image Problem': The Quality Issue in
Collegiate Independent Study". In The Foundations of American Distance Education: A
Century of Collegiate Correspondence Study, eds. B.L. Watkins and S.J. Wright.
Dubuque, IA: Kendall/Hunt Publishing Company, 109-134.
Rose, R. 2002. "Policy Analysis as an Academic Vocation". In Policy Evaluation: Beyond the
Cutting Edge, ed. S. Nagel. New York, NY: Nova Science Publishers, Inc., 9-23.
Scott, W.A. 2009a. Alert Memorandum. (ED-OIG/L13J0006). Washington, DC: Department of
Education.
http://www.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oig/auditreports/AlertMemorandums/l13j0006.pdf.
Scott, W.A. 2009b. Review of the Middle States Commission on Higher Education’s Standards
for Program Length (ED-OIG/I13J0005). Washington, DC: Department of Education.
www.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oig/aireports/i13j0005.pdf
Scott, W.A. 2009c. U.S. Department of Education's Inspector General Credit Hour 2009.
Washington,
DC:
Office
of
Inspector
General.
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oig/aireports/i13j0004.pdf.
Shale, D. 2002. "The Hybridisation of Higher Education in Canada". International Review of
Open and Distance Learning 2 (2): 1-11.
Shaw, R. 1993. "A Backward Glance: To a Time Before there was Accreditation". North Central
Association Quarterly 68 (2): 323-335.
Shedd, J.M. 2003a. "The History of the Student Credit Hour". New Directions for Higher
Education (122): 5-12.
Shedd, J.M. 2003b. "Policies and Practices in Enforcing the Credit Hour". New Directions for
Higher Education 122(Summer): 13-30.
Smith, N. 2002. "Policy Evaluation and Analysis: A Response". In Policy Evaluation: Beyond
the Cutting Edge, ed. S. Nagel. New York, NY: Nova Science Publishers, Inc., 39-41.
Snyder, T.D., S.A. Dillow, and C.M. Hoffman. 2008. Digest of Education Statistics 2007.
Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistices, Institute of Education
Sciences.
Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges. 2009. Principles of
Accreditation: Foundations for Quality Enhancement, Fourth Edition. Decatur, GA:
Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges.
Morrill
Act,
7
U.S.C.
U.S.
Congress
§301
(1862.).
http://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?doc=33&page=transcript.
U.S. Department of Education. 2009. "Regional and National Institutional Accrediting
Agencies." http://www.ed.gov/admins/finaid/accred/accreditation_pg7.html.
U.S. Department of Education. 2010a, 7 January. "An Overview of the U.S. Department of
Education." http://www2.ed.gov/about/overview/focus/what_pg3.html#doesnot.
Program Integrity Issues. 2010. Program Integrity Issues: Final Rule, 75 Fed. Reg. U.S.
Department of Education, 34 C.F.R. §600.2, §602.24, §603.24, and §668.8. pp. 6683266975. http://www2.ed.gov/legislation/FedRegister/finrule/2010-4/102910a.html.
U.S. Network for Education Information. 2008a. "Recognition of Foreign Qualifications."
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ous/international/usnei/us/edlite-visitusforrecog.html.
U.S. Network for Education Information. 2008b. Structure of the U.S. Education System:
Comparing U.S. and Other Credit Systems. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of
Education. http://www.ed.gov/international/usnei/us/comparecredit.doc.

Published by DigitalCommons@APUS, 2012

15

Internet Learning, Vol. 1, Iss. 1 [2012], Art. 7

76

Internet Learning

U.S. Network for Education Information. 2008c. Structure of the U.S. Education System: Credit
Systems.
Washington,
DC:
U.S.
Department
of
Education.
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ous/international/usnei/us/credits.doc.
U.S. Network for Education Information. 2008d. Structure of the U.S. Education System:
Experiential Credit Conversion. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education.
http://www.ed.gov/international/usnei/us/expcredit.doc.
VanKekerix, M., and J. Andrews. 1991. "Electronic media and independent study". In The
Foundations of American Distance Education: A Century of Collegiate Correspondence
Study, eds. B.L. Watkins and S.J. Wright. Dubuque, IA: Kendall/Hunt Publishing
Company, 135-158.
Watkins, B.L. 1991. "A quite radical idea: The intervention and elaboration of collegiate
correspondence study". In The Foundations of American Distance Education: A Century
of Collegiate Correspondence Study, eds. B.L. Watkins and S.J. Wright. Dubuque, IA:
Kendall/Hunt Publishing Company, 1-36.
Web-Based Education Commission. 2000. The Power of the Internet for Learning: Moving from
Promise to Practice. Washington, DC: U. S. Department of Education.
Wellman, J.V., and T. Ehrlich. 2003a. "The Credit Hour: The Tie That Binds". New Directions
for Higher Education 122(Summer): 119-122.
Wellman, J.V., and T. Ehrlich. 2003b. "Re-examining the Sacrosanct Credit Hour". The
Chronicle of Higher Education, September 26. http://chronicle.com/article/ReExamining-theSacrosanct/29120/?key=ST0gIFxtZyBINntmciEefnFfaHN7dUN9b3ZEMisabF5R.
Western Association of Schools and Colleges Accrediting Commission for Senior Colleges and
Universities.
2010a.
"Eligibility
Review
Panel
Scoresheet."
http://www.wascsenior.org/findit/files/forms/ERC_081118.Evaluation_Scoresheet.doc.
Western Association of Schools and Colleges Accrediting Commission for Senior Colleges and
Universities. 2010b. How to Become Accredited: Procedures Manual for Eligibility,
Candidacy, and Initial Accreditation. Alameda, CA: Western Association of Schools and
Colleges Accrediting Commission for Senior Colleges and Universities.
http://www.wascsenior.org/findit/files/forms/How_to_Become_Accredited__Jan_10.pdf.
Western Association of Schools and Colleges Accrediting Commission for Senior Colleges and
Universities. 2010c. Protocol for the Review of Distance Education Programs. Alameda,
CA: Western Association of Schools and Colleges Accrediting Commission for Senior
Colleges
and
Universities.
http://www.wascsenior.org/findit/files/forms/Protocol_for_Review_of_Dist_Ed_Progs_w
ith_Wiche_Guidelines__Mar_2010_.pdf.
Wheelan, B.S. 2009. Mr. W. Christian Vierling. Decatur Georgia: Southern Association of
Colleges
and
Schools
Commission
on
Colleges.
www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oig/aireports/i13j0004.doc
Wingard, R.G. 2004. "Classroom Teaching Changes in Web-enhanced Courses: A MultiInstitutional Study". EDUCASE Quarterly 27 (1): 26-35.
Wolanin, T.R. 2003. "The Student Credit Hour: An International Exploration". New Directions
for Higher Education 122 (Summer): 99-117.

http://digitalcommons.apus.edu/internetlearning/vol1/iss1/7

16

