
ACADEMIC AFFAIRS COUNCIL 
 
 

AGENDA ITEM: 6.L 
 

DATE: February 24, 2011 
 

****************************************************************************** 
 
SUBJECT:  Credit Hour Definition 
 

Reauthorization of the Higher Education Act and the related rewriting of the rules have 
led to a focus on the common unit used to measure student progress in postsecondary education, 
the credit hour.  As was discussed by AAC last year, these rules lay responsibility for monitoring 
institutional assignment of credit hours on the accrediting agency (see agenda item 6.A.1, 
February 2010, http://www.sdbor.edu/services/academics/aac/documents/02-10AAC_6.A.1_cred-hr-
definition.pdf).  As was noted at that point in time, the system does not have a definition of the 
“credit hour” even though there are some policies that do infer equivalence to seat time and 
outside of class effort (see Section 5.C, Board Policy 2:12, Distance Education).   
 

In the past few weeks, attention is once again being focused on this issue as higher 
education deals with this as institutions work to meet state requirements to authorize distance 
education programs.  To help frame this, a summary has been prepared that provides a set of 
definitions that have been developed by other federal and state agencies and institutions.  This 
was further refined with a review of the expectation in some quarters that a credit hour was based 
on time both in and out of the classroom.   
 

The Council should be prepared to discuss development of a definition. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
****************************************************************************** 

RECOMMENDED ACTION 
  

Agree to develop a policy-level definition. 
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January 28, 2011 
 
To:  Sam Gingerich 
 
From:  Dave Haney 
 
Subject:  Credit Hour Definitions 
 
This report presents samples of federal, regional, and state definitions of the credit hour.  This 
topic is of particular interest to state systems in the aftermath of the 2010 arguments between the 
U.S. Department of Education and several regional accrediting agencies on the question of 
whether there should be a federal definition of the credit hour. (A series of links to documents 
related to that controversy is presented in the appendix). I have included hyperlinks to sources 
where possible. 
 
While some states and accrediting agencies see the definition of a credit hour as a matter of 
policy concern, in many cases the definition is buried in a glossary of terms, or else the 
traditional IPEDS definition of “seat time” will show up in the manuals of institutional research 
offices.  
 
The definitions fall into the following categories: 
 

1. Seat time alone (the traditional time of “instruction” as in the IPEDS definition of 50 
minutes per week per credit hour over a 15-week term); this is clearly a teacher-centered 
rather than learner-centered model that is no longer viable given the contemporary 
emphasis on student learning rather than “instruction,” as well as new (including 
electronic) delivery methods in which “seat time” is not an operative concept. 

2. Seat time plus student preparation time: usually the 50 minutes of seat time plus double 
that amount for student preparation, or 45 hours per credit hour per semester (with 
different proportions for laboratories,  practica, etc.) . This usefully quantifies 
“homework” time, though as many recent studies (such as the NSSE) show, students 
spend far less time than this studying outside of class. This model also continues to 
enforce a distinction between “class” time and “homework” time that does not fit all 
delivery methods (especially some kinds of on-line instruction).  

3. Total time spent on academic work, as in the Western Association’s definition: “the 
amount of time that a typical student is expected to devote to learning in one week of 
full-time undergraduate study (typically 40-45 hours including class time and 
preparation).”  This definition is probably the most applicable to a variety of delivery 
methods, and it appropriately focuses on the time spent in learning rather than teaching.  
But of course it’s very hard to monitor. (My favorite is Alaska’s unintentionally 
humorous “minimum of 2250 minutes of total student engagement.”) 

4. Providing different criteria for different delivery methods, as Maryland and Arizona do. 
This granular approach would probably be the most acceptable to the DOE, given the 
second part of the new federal regulation. However, it might reduce the flexibility needed 
by hybrid methods, such as face to face plus on-line, or combinations of classroom and 
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competency-based instruction. Arizona’s language in item #8 (defaulting to 45 hours of 
student work per credit hour for off-campus instruction), might be used for a catch-all 
category that would include hybrid modes of delivery.  

5. Punting to external standards: Either you simply cite all the applicable federal 
regulations and present them as guidelines—which is what Middle States did—or you 
refer to “established practices in institutions of higher education,” as Puerto Rico does. 
Either alternative is clearly unacceptable to the DOE. 

 
A couple of other notes: the states chosen below are simply those whose credit-hour definitions 
were fairly easily accessible in places like system policy manuals or legislation. States not listed 
may well have such policies, buried in less accessible places. A few states appear to have explicit 
guidelines for community colleges, but not for 4-year institutions (probably because of the 
complexities of technical school credits and other issues). 

 
 
Federal Definitions of Credit Hour  
(see also list of federal sources under Middle States definitions) 
 
IPEDS (from Glossary): 
 

A unit of measure representing the equivalent of an hour (50 minutes) of instruction per 
week over the entire term. It is applied toward the total number of credit hours needed for 
completing the requirements of a degree, diploma, certificate, or other formal award. 
 

Federal Regulations: Amendment Published Oct. 29, 2010: 
 

Credit hour: Except as provided in 34 CFR 668.8(k) and (l), a credit hour is an amount of 
work represented in intended learning outcomes and verified by evidence of student 
achievement that is an institutionally established equivalency that reasonably 
approximates not less than— 
 
(1) One hour of classroom or direct faculty instruction and a minimum of two hours of 
out of class student work each week for approximately fifteen weeks for one semester or 
trimester hour of credit, or ten to twelve weeks for one quarter hour of credit, or the 
equivalent amount of work over a different amount of time; or 
(2) At least an equivalent amount of work as required in paragraph (1) of this definition 
for other academic activities as established by the institution including laboratory work, 
internships, practica, studio work, and other academic work leading to the award of credit 
hours. 

 
 
Regional Accreditors’ Definitions of Credit Hour: 
 
Middle States Guidelines on Credit Hours: (from Guidelines: Degrees and Credits, June 26, 
2009). Despite this detail, and the listing of individual state credit hour requirements (see below), 
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they were criticized for not enforcing a credit hour definition in the DOE OIG Management 
Information report 12/14/09. 
 

Federal Definitions 
These definitions are provided as a reminder to institutions. They are not Commission 
requirements, and an institution may demonstrate in alternative ways that academic 
offerings are of appropriate academic content, breadth, length, and rigor, provided that it 
also demonstrates compliance with all applicable government policies, regulations, and 
requirements. The full sources of these definitions are provided at the end of these 
guidelines. 
 
Contact hour or clock hour. A unit of measure that represents an hour of scheduled 
instruction given to students. Source: IPEDS 
 
Credit or credit hour. A unit of measure representing the equivalent of an hour (50 
minutes) of instruction per week over the entire term. It is applied toward the total 
number of credit hours needed for completing the requirements of a degree, diploma, 
certificate, or other award. Source: IPEDS 
 
Credit hours are used by most U.S. higher education institutions to calculate, record, and 
interpret the amount of earned academic or training credits that students accumulate en 
route to earning certifications, diplomas, degrees, and other qualifications. Institutions 
typically use credit hours to record all types of academic work including independent 
research and not just taught courses. Source: USNEI 
 
Some U.S. higher education institutions use other approaches to calculate, record, and 
interpret the amount of academic or training work that students complete en route to 
earning a degree or other award. These approaches may be acceptable if the institution 
can justify them and demonstrate compliance with applicable Commission and 
government policies, regulations, an requirements. 
 
Semester credit hour or semester hour. A semester hour must include at least 30 clock 
hours of instruction. Source: 34 CFR 668.8 
 
The actual amount of academic work that goes into a single semester credit hour is often 
calculated as follows: Source: USNEI 

• One lecture, seminar, or discussion credit hour represents 1 hour per week 
of scheduled class/seminar time and 2 hours of student preparation time. 
Most lecture and seminar courses are awarded 3 credit hours. Over an 
entire semester, this formula represents at least 45 hours of class time and 
90 hours of student 

• preparation. 
• One laboratory credit hour represents 1 hour per week of lecture or 

discussion time plus 1-2 hours per week of scheduled supervised or 
independent laboratory work, and 2 hours of student preparation time. 
Most laboratory courses are awarded up to 4 credit hours. For a laboratory 
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course earning 3 credit hours, this formula represents at least 45 hours of 
class time, between 45 and 90 hours of laboratory time, and 90 hours of 
student preparation per semester. 

• One practice credit hour (supervised clinical rounds, visual or performing 
art studio, supervised student teaching, field work, etc.) represents 3-4 
hours per week of supervised and/or independent practice. This in turn 
represents between 45 and 60 hours of work per semester. Blocks of 3 
practice credit hours, which equate to a studio or practice course, represent 
between 135 and 180 total hours of academic work per semester. 

• Internship or apprenticeship credit hours are determined by negotiation 
between the supervising faculty and the work supervisor at the cooperating 
site, both of whom must judge and certify different aspects of the student’s 
work. The credit formula is similar to that for practice credit. 

 
Quarter credit hour or quarter hour. Quarter credit hours represent proportionately 
less work than semester hours due to the shorter terms, about two-thirds of a semester 
credit hour. Source: USNEI 
 
A quarter hour must include at least 20 hours of instruction. Source: 34 CFR 668.8 
 
Independent study credit hour. One independent study (including thesis or dissertation 
research) hour is calculated similarly to practice credit hours (see “Semester credit hour” 
above). Source: USNEI 
 
For the purposes of direct assessment programs (see the section below on “Federal 
Regulations Regarding Competency-Based Programs”), independent study occurs when a 
student follows a course of study with predefined objectives but works with a faculty 
member to decide how the student is going to meet those objectives. The student and 
faculty member agree on what the student will do (e.g., required readings, research, and 
work products), how the student’s work will be evaluated, and on what the relative 
timeframe for completion of the work will be. The student must interact with the faculty 
member on a regular and substantive basis to assure progress within the course or 
program. Source: 34 CFR 668.10 
 
Week of instructional time. An institution provides one week of instructional time in an 
academic program during any consecutive seven-day period that the institution provides 
at least one day of regularly scheduled instruction or examinations, or, after the last 
scheduled day of classes for a term or payment period, at least one day of study for final 
examinations. Instructional time does not include any vacation periods, homework, or 
periods of orientation or counseling. Source: 34 CFR 668.8 
 
A week of instructional time in a direct assessment program (see the section below on 
“Federal Regulations Regarding Competency-Based Programs”) is any seven-day period 
in which at least one day of educational activity occurs. Educational activity in a direct 
assessment program includes regularly scheduled learning sessions, faculty-guided 
independent study, consultations with a faculty mentor, development of an academic 
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action plan addressed to the competencies identified by the institution, or, in combination 
with any of the foregoing, assessments. It does not include credit for life experience. 
Source: 34 CFR 668.10 
 
Academic year. For the purposes of Federal student assistance programs, an academic 
year has a minimum of 30 weeks of instructional time for a course of study that measures 
its program length in credit hours or a minimum of 26 weeks of instructional time for a 
course of study that measures its program length in clock hours. A full-time student in an 
undergraduate course of study is expected to complete at least 24 semester credit hours or 
36 quarter credit hours in a course of study that measures its program length in credit 
hours, or at least 900 clock hours in a course of study that measures its program length in 
clock hours. Source: 20 USC 1088 
 
An academic year in a direct assessment program (see the section below on “Federal 
Regulations Regarding Competency-Based Programs”) is a period of instructional time 
that consists of a minimum of 30 weeks of instructional time during which, for an 
undergraduate educational program, a full-time student is expected to complete the 
equivalent of at least 24 semester credit hours, 36 quarter credit hours or 900 clock hours. 
Source: 34 CFR 668.10 
 
The U.S. Secretary of Education may reduce the 30-week minimum to not less than 26 
weeks for good cause, as determined by the Secretary on a case-by-case basis, in the case 
of an institution of higher education that provides a 2-year or 4-year program of 
instruction for which the institution awards an associate or baccalaureate degree [the 
following was proposed on May 26, 2009, through negotiated rulemaking] and that 
measures program length in credit hours or clock hours. Source: 20 USC 1088 
 
Semester. Most U.S. higher education institutions operate on an academic year divided 
into two equal semesters of 15-16 weeks’ duration, with a winter break of 2-3 weeks and 
a summer session of 10-12 weeks, plus additional shorter breaks. Normal full-time 
registration is usually 15 credit hours per semester or 30 per academic year (shortfalls can 
be made up in summer sessions or independent study). Source: USNEI 

 
Sources 

20 USC 1088: U.S. Code, Title 20, Chapter 28, Subchapter IV, Part F, Section 1088, in 
effect January 3, 2007 (http://www.gpoaccess.gov/uscode/browse.html) 

34 CFR 668.8: Code of Federal Regulations Title 34, Volume 3, Chapter VI, Part 668, 
Section 668.8, revised as of July 1, 2008 
(http://edocket.access.gpo.gov/cfr_2008/julqtr/34cfr668.8.htm) 

34 CFR 668.10: Code of Federal Regulations Title 34, Volume 3, Chapter VI, Part 668, 
Section 668.10, revised as of July 1, 2008 

(http://edocket.access.gpo.gov/cfr_2008/julqtr/34cfr668.10.htm) 
IPEDS: Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, National Center for 

Educational Statistics, U.S. Department of Education 
(http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/glossary) 
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USNEI: International Affairs Office, U.S. Department of Education 
(www.ed.gov/international/usnei/edlite-index.html, February 2008 

 
Western Association of Schools and Colleges: definition of a “credit unit” from the Glossary to 
their Handbook of Accreditation: 

A commonly accepted quantification of student academic learning. One semester unit represents 
the amount of time that a typical student is expected to devote to learning in one week of full-time 
undergraduate study (typically 40-45 hours including class time and preparation). A full-time 
undergraduate student normally takes 14 to 16 units per semester; generally no less than 12 units. 
More time is expected to be devoted to study at the graduate level; typically more than three 
hours of study for every hour in class. A full-time graduate program is normally nine or fewer 
units per semester. 

Southern Association of Colleges and Schools: No definition of credit hour (criticized by 
USDOE OIG  for this in Management Information Report 11/24/09). 
 
North Central Higher Learning Commission: No definition of credit hour (criticized in 
Management Information report 5/24/10) 
 
New England Association of Schools and Colleges: 
 
Credit hour defined in “Statement on Credits and Degrees”: 

Credit, Unit of: A quantification of student academic learning based on the amount of 
time a typical student spends engaged in academic study. One semester unit represents 
how much time a typical student is expected to devote to learning in one week of full 
time undergraduate study (at least 40-45 hours including, for example, class time and 
preparation or time engaged in asynchronous on-line learning). Thus a six-week summer 
session might, if fulltime, equate to six units. An alternative norm is one unit for three 
hours of student work per week (e.g., one hour of lecture and two of study or three of 
laboratory) for ten weeks per quarter or 15 weeks per semester. Some institutions require 
more student time per credit for certain forms of experiential learning. A full-time 
undergraduate student program should normally be 14 to 16 units, and, if fulltime, no less 
than 12 units. More time is expected to be devoted to study at the graduate level, typically 
more than three hours of study for every hour in class. A full-time graduate program is 
normally nine units or less. Considerable excess allowed on grounds of student ability or 
innovative means of instruction is subject to special analysis and approval. 

 
 
Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities (identical to the New England 
definition):  
 
Definition of a unit of credit from Glossary: 

  Credit, Unit of: A quantification of student academic learning. One unit represents 
what a typical student might be expected to learn in one week (40-45 hours 
including class time and preparation) of full-time study. Thus a six-week summer 
session might, if full-time, equate to six units. An alternative norm is one unit for 
three hours of student work per week (e.g., one hour of lecture and two of study or 
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three of laboratory) for ten weeks a quarter or 15 weeks a semester. A full-time 
undergraduate student program is usually about 15 units but not less than 12; a full-
time graduate program is usually 10 to 12 units. Considerable excess allowed on 
ground of student ability should be subject to special analysis and approval. 

 
 
State Definitions of Credit Hour: 
 
Credit Hour Definitions from State Agencies in Middle States Region 
 
From Appendix to Office of Inspector General  Review of the Middle States Commission on Higher 
Education’s Standards for Program Length, Dec. 14, 2009: 
 
State/Territory  Credit Hour Requirements  
Maryland  
Code of Maryland Regulations,  
§ 13B.02.02.16D  

 
(1) An in-State institution shall award 1 semester hour of credit 
for:  
(a) A minimum of 15 hours, of 50 minutes each of actual class 
time, exclusive of registration, study days, and holidays.  
(b) A minimum of 30 hours, of 50 minutes each of supervised 
laboratory or studio time, exclusive of registration, study days, 
and holidays;  
(c) A minimum of 45 hours, of 50 minutes each of instructional 
situations such as practica, internships, and cooperative education 
placements, when supervision is ensured and learning is 
documented; or  
(d) Instruction delivered by electronic media based on the 
equivalent outcomes in student learning in §D(1)(a) of this 
regulation, and may include a combination of telelessons, 
classroom instruction, student consultation with instructors, and 
readings, when supervision is ensured and learning is documented. 
(2) One quarter hour of credit is awarded for instruction 
equivalent to 2/3 of the contact hours required for 1 semester hour 
of credit.  
 

New Jersey  
New Jersey Administrative Code,  
§ 9A:1-1.2  

“Semester credit hour” means 50 minutes of face-to-face class 
activity each week for 15 weeks (or the equivalent attained by 
scheduling more minutes of face-to-face class activity per week 
for fewer weeks in the semester) in one semester complemented 
by at least 100 minutes each week of laboratory or outside 
assignments (or the equivalent thereof for semesters of different 
length).  

New York  
Regulations of the Commissioner of 
Education, Chapter II,  
§ 50.1(o)  

Semester hour means a credit, point, or other unit granted for the 
satisfactory completion of a course which requires at least 15 
hours (of 50 minutes each) of instruction and at least 30 hours of 
supplementary assignments, except as otherwise provided 
pursuant to section 52.2(c)(4) of this Subchapter. This basic 
measure shall be adjusted proportionately to translate the value of 
other academic calendars and formats of study in relation to the 
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credit granted for study during the two semesters that comprise an 
academic year.  

Pennsylvania  
Pennsylvania Code, Title 22, Subpart C, § 
31.21  

A semester credit hour represents a unit of curricular material that 
normally can be taught in a minimum of 14 hours of classroom 
instruction plus appropriate outside preparation or the equivalent 
as determined by the faculty. A quarter credit hour represents a 
unit that can be taught in a minimum of 10 hours of classroom 
instruction, plus appropriate outside preparation or the equivalent 
as determined by the faculty.  

Puerto Rico  
Puerto Rico Council on Higher Education, 
Regulation for Granting of Licenses to 
Institutions of Higher Education, Chapter V, 
Article 51.3(g)  

The total and proportion of credits required for completion of a 
degree must correspond to established practices in institutions of 
higher education (general education, specialized area and 
concentration, electives, thesis, etc.), or any other model of course 
classification identified by the institution.2  

Delaware  None.  
District of Columbia  None.  
U.S. Virgin Islands  None.  
 
 
Other state definitions: 
Alabama (from Alabama Commission on Higher Education Operational Definition of Terms): 

Credit Hour: A unit of measure representing the time and activity required for one hour 
of credit. Usually, this involves the equivalent of 50 minutes of instruction each week for 
a semester, trimester, or quarter. 

Alaska:  (from Board of Regents Policy 10.04, Academic Programs): 
Academic calendar policy requires “a minimum of 750 minutes of instruction per credit 
hour” Credit hours are defined s follows: “One credit hour represents three hours of 
student work per week for a 15-week semester (e.g., one class-hour of lecture and two 
hours of study or three class-hours of laboratory) for a minimum of 2250 minutes of total 
student engagement, which may include exam periods. Equivalencies to this standard 
may be approved by the chief academic officer of the university or community college. “ 

Arizona:  (from Arizona Board of Regents Policy Manual Section 220-6, “Academic Credit”) 
Policy Number: 2-206 Policy Name: Academic Credit Policy Revision Dates: 8/05, 1/04, 
7/86, 3/85 Page 1 Rev. 9/05  2-206 Academic Credit  
A. Definition of a Unit of Credit  
An hour of work is the equivalent of fifty (50) minutes of classtime (often called a 
"contact hour") or sixty (60) minutes of independent study work. A minimum of forty-
five (45) hours of work by each student is required for each unit of credit. Ordinarily, a 
course must cover a one-week (1) period for every unit of credit given. During summer 
sessions, however, six (6) units of credit may be given over a five-week (5) period.  
1. At least fifteen (15) contact hours of recitation, lecture, discussion, testing or 
evaluation, seminar, or colloquium, as well as a minimum of thirty (30) hours of student 
homework is required for each unit of credit;  
2. Workshops must involve a minimum of forty-five (45) hours for each unit of credit, 
including a minimum of fifteen (15) contact hours, with the balance of the requirement in 
homework;  
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3. Studios must involve at least thirty (30) contact hours and at least fifteen (15) hours of 
homework for each unit of credit;  
4. Laboratory courses require a minimum of forty-five (45) contact hours per unit of 
credit;  
5. Field trips will be counted hour-for-hour as laboratory meetings;  
6. Each unit of internship or practicum must require a minimum of forty-five (45) clock 
hours of work; and  
7. Music instruction and specialized types of music performance offerings must conform 
to the requirement for accreditation of the National Association of Schools of Music.  
8. Off-campus courses, regardless of mode of delivery, may be assigned credit based on 
competencies or learning outcomes that are acquired through coursework and are 
equivalent to those of students in a traditional classroom setting. An equivalent of forty- 
five (45) hours of work by each student is required for each unit of credit. 

Arkansas (from Arkansas Higher Education Coordinating Board Policies Appendix H) 
Credit Hour Value  
The credit hour is a unit by which an institution may measure its course work. The credit 
hour value for a course is determined primarily by the amount of time, the intensity of the 
educational experience, and the amount of outside preparation required by the student. 
For example, a lecture course with extensive reading or other out-of-class preparation 
would result in one credit for each hour per week; a laboratory experience with moderate 
out-of-the class preparation may equal one credit for two hours per week; a laboratory 
experience with little out-of-class preparation may equal one credit for three hours per 
week.  
The traditional credit hour values assigned to a course for class time are the semester 
hour and the quarter credit hour. They convert as follows: quarter hours multiplied by 
two-thirds (2/3) equal semester hours; semester hours multiplied by one and one-half (1 
½) equal quarter hours.  
The following are generally accepted standards in Arkansas:  
1 semester credit for each 12.5 class hours of lecture  
1 semester credit for each 25 class hours of laboratory  
1 semester credit for 37.5 hours of clinical, practicum, internship, shop instruction.  
Credit hour for non-traditional delivery of courses or programs generally do not use the 
above lecture/laboratory/practicum formulas for credit calculation. Therefore, an 
institution must demonstrate that the clock or credit hours awarded are appropriate for the 
courses/degree programs and credentials. The institution may accomplish this by 
demonstrating that students completing these programs or courses have acquired 
equivalent levels of knowledge, skills, or competencies to those acquired in traditional 
formats. 

Georgia: (from University System of Georgia Board of Regents Policy Manual 3.41—Semester 
System) 

“A minimum of 750 minutes of instruction or equivalent is required for each semester 
credit hour.” 

Minnesota (from Minnesota State Colleges and Universities Board Policy 3.36 Academic 
Programs):  

“Credit means a quantitative measure of instructional time assigned to a course or an 
equivalent learning experience such as class time per week over an academic term.” 
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Nebraska community college system (from “85-1503 Terms, defined” in COMMUNITY 
COLLEGE FOUNDATION AND EQUALIZATION AID ACT 

(6) Credit hour means the unit used to ascertain the educational value of course work 
offered by the institution to students enrolling for such course work, earned by such 
students upon successful completion of such course work, and for which tuition is 
charged. A credit hour may be offered and earned in any of several instructional delivery 
systems, including, but not limited to, classroom hours, laboratory hours, clinical hours, 
practicum hours, cooperative work experience, and independent study. A credit hour shall 
consist of a minimum of: (a) Ten quarter or fifteen semester classroom contact hours per 
term of enrollment; (b) twenty quarter or thirty semester academic transfer and academic 
support laboratory hours per term of enrollment; (c) thirty quarter or forty-five semester 
vocational laboratory hours per term of enrollment; (d) thirty quarter or forty-five 
semester clinical or practicum contact hours per term of enrollment; or (e) forty quarter or 
sixty semester cooperative work experience contact hours per term of enrollment. An 
institution may include in a credit hour more classroom, laboratory, clinical, practicum, 
or cooperative work experience hours than the minimum required in this subdivision. The 
institution shall publish in its catalog, or otherwise make known to the student in writing 
prior to the student enrolling or paying tuition for any courses, the number of credit or 
contact hours offered in each such course. Such published credit or contact hour offerings 
shall be used to determine whether a student is a full-time equivalent student pursuant to 
subdivision (4) of this section. 

North Carolina (from UNC Policy Manual section 400.1.6) 
 All UNC campuses must ensure that every course offered for academic credit adheres to 
the standard of a minimum of 750 scheduled minutes of instructional time or the 
equivalent per credit hour. The time may include required examination periods, but may 
not include study days. In setting the academic calendar for each semester, campuses may 
set holiday periods, study days, and final examinations appropriate to accommodate the 
scheduled classes. In no case may a campus set a calendar that has optional final 
examinations if the time is considered a part of the required minimum class time. 

Ohio (from Ohio Board of Regents Transfer Credit Guidelines) 
Academic institutions operate under a variety of systems (e.g., semester or quarter, etc.). 
For example, each unit of academic credit assigned to a course as the credit value for that 
course under the semester system is known as the semester-hour. The term hour usually 
refers to a 50-minute period of time. Generally, semester-hours of credit for a course are 
directly equivalent to the number of classroom contact hours per week for lecture 
courses. Thus, a three semester-hour course normally will meet for three 50-minute 
periods per week for 15 weeks and will lead to the award of three semester-hours of 
academic credits toward degree requirements upon satisfactory completion. Non-lecture 
type courses may require more contact hours per hour of credit. For example, laboratories 
generally require two or three hours of class time per semester hour of credit. Semester-
hour credit may be converted to quarter-hour credit by multiplying by three and dividing 
by two (e.g., five semester-hour credits will equate to 7.5 quarter-hour credits).  
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http://www.ccpe.state.ne.us/PublicDoc/CCPE/CCStudy/Funding_Formula_Statutes.pdf
http://www.ccpe.state.ne.us/PublicDoc/CCPE/CCStudy/Funding_Formula_Statutes.pdf
http://www.northcarolina.edu/policy/index.php?pg=dl&id=365&inline=1&return_url=%2Fpolicy%2Findex.php%3Fpg%3Dvb%26tag%3Dtoc%7CThe%2BPolicy%2BManual
http://regents.ohio.gov/transfer/policy/definitions.php


APPENDIX 
THE 2010 CONTROVERSY OVER FEDERAL DEFINITIONS OF CREDIT HOURS: 
US DOE vs. Regional Accrediting Agencies: 
 
North Central: 

Final Management Report Presented to the Higher Learning Commission of the North 
Central Association of Colleges and Schools (includes HLC formal response) 

HLC response 
 
Middle States: 

Final Management Report Presented to the Middle States Commission on Higher 
Education (includes Middle States formal response) 

 
Southern Association: 

Final Management Report Presented to the Southern Association of Colleges and 
Schools Commission on Colleges (includes SACS response) 

 
Western Association 

Letter on proposed rulemaking  
 
Other Responses: 

American Council on Education response 
Massachusetts Association of Financial Aid Professionals response   

 
News Reports: 

http://www.good.is/post/the-credit-hour-conundrum/ 
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2010/08/04/comments 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

dyn/content/article/2010/10/27/AR2010102708681.html 
http://chronicle.com/article/Academic-Credit-New-Federal/124972/ 
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/2010/08/college_credit.html  
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http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oig/aireports/x13j0003.pdf
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oig/aireports/x13j0003.pdf
http://www.ncahlc.org/about-hlc/commission-statement-on-the-release-of-the-final-oig-report.html
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oig/aireports/i13j0005.pdf
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oig/aireports/i13j0005.pdf
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oig/aireports/i13j0004.pdf
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oig/aireports/i13j0004.pdf
http://www.wascsenior.org/findit/files/forms/WASC_response_to_Docket_ID_2010_OPE_0004.pdf
http://www.wascsenior.org/findit/files/forms/CommentsDocketID2010OPE0004.pdf
http://masfaa.org/docs/NPRM_Comment_Program_Integrity_Aug2010.pdf
http://www.good.is/post/the-credit-hour-conundrum/
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2010/08/04/comments
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/10/27/AR2010102708681.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/10/27/AR2010102708681.html
http://chronicle.com/article/Academic-Credit-New-Federal/124972/
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/2010/08/college_credit.html


February 11, 2011 

 

To:  Sam Gingerich 

From:  Dave Haney 

Subject: Credit Hours and Out of Class Work 

 

I thought the answer to the question of where the “one hour in class, two hours outside of class” 
standard originated would  be easy to find, but that turns out not to be the case. I’ve determined 
that this ratio was around as early as 1903, but exactly why that standard came to be requires 
some speculation. I have gone through the early annual reports of the Carnegie Foundation, from 
its founding in 1906 to 1919 (available on Google Books);  the Federal Register discussions of 
re-authorizations of the Higher Education Act since 1965; and  I’ve read articles on the history of 
the credit hour. The 1:2 ratio is codified in a number of state statutes, as I noted in my earlier 
report on credit-hour definitions.  

The ratio appears to be a matter of tradition that is often but erroneously attributed to the 
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching.  For example, a current academic policy 
manual of the State University of new York policy confidently cites “the classical Carnegie 
definition of a semester credit hour, which has stipulated that one semester credit hour be 
awarded for fifteen sessions of 50-minutes duration in classroom lecture-recitation each 
requiring two hours of outside preparation by the student” (Sate University of New York).  
However, the Carnegie Foundation never to my knowledge defined a semester hour at the 
college level in this way, and the secondary school “Carnegie Unit” does not address out-of-class 
preparation.  Early in the twentieth century, Carnegie Foundation annual reports repeatedly cite 
New York as a state that is ahead of others in state regulation of education, so perhaps this 
confidence is rooted in the history of New York law (whose administrative rules do in fact define 
a credit hour this way [New York State]).  

The indirect link between the concept of the credit hour and student learning is well known, and 
it is usefully summarized in Jessica Shedd’s “The History of the Student Credit Hour.” In 1906, 
the Carnegie Foundation promulgated a variation of what was already a practice of college 
examinations boards. The “unit” was established in order to quantify the amount of time spent on 
high school work, not for its own sake, but in order to regularize college admission standards: 

In order to judge what constitutes “four years of academic or high school preparation” the 
officers of the Foundation have made use of a plan commonly adopted by college 
examination boards. By this plan college entrance requirements are designated in terms 
of units, a unit being a course of five periods weekly throughout the academic year of the 
preparatory school. For the purposes of the Foundation the units in each branch of 
academic study have also been quantitatively defined, the aim being to assign values to 
the subjects in accordance with the time usually required to prepare adequately upon 
them for college entrance. Thus plane geometry, which is usually studied five periods 
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weekly throughout an academic year of the preparatory school, is estimated as one 
unit. (Pritchett, First  Annual Report 38). 

The Foundation was very concerned in its early years to with quantifying the difference between 
high school and college work; they felt that one of the major ways to assure a high academic 
standard in college was to be sure that colleges were not doing high school level teaching: “In 
the final analysis the college is dependent for its success upon he efficiency and the integrity of 
the secondary school” (Pritchett, Fourth Annual Report 140). The “unit” (not actually called the 
“Carnegie Unit” by the Carnegie Foundation) was introduced in order to quantify high school 
work for that purpose.  Standardized high school preparation would insure “the intellectual 
homogeneity of the student body” necessary to achieve “the ideal of social and intellectual 
development for which [the American college] stands” (Pritchett, Fourth Annual Report 141).  

The Foundation was also reacting against the European system of exams as the measure of 
knowledge, and they really believed that “the time usually required to prepare adequately” was a 
better general measure—and certainly more easily standardized—than exam performance. Part 
of their reasoning was a very modern suspicion of exams as promoting superficiality of 
knowledge: “the boy who has really studied one of these subjects fundamentally, not 
superficially, who has done his work thoroughly, not for examination, may well prove to have 
gained that ability to use his own mind which is the real requisite for college entrance” (Pritchett, 
Fourth Annual Report 78). My guess is that because secondary school learning was assumed to 
occur mostly during class in this system (unlike the exam system) out-of-class work was not an 
essential part of out of the equation.  

What became known as the Carnegie unit was explicitly intended as a quantification of learning, 
but the concept of the “student hour” at the postsecondary level was intended both as a way to 
reorganize the curriculum and as a measure of institutional efficiency, rather than a direct 
measure of student learning, though the learning theory behind the secondary “unit” did carry 
over to the college level.  The division of college work into hour-units originated when in 1869 
Charles W. Eliot moved Harvard from a set curriculum for all students to a system of required 
and elective courses that needed to be divided up into hourly units (Shedd 8-9).  (Eliot would 
later chair the Carnegie Foundations’ board of trustees as the “unit” was promulgated). However, 
Eliot’s elective system was not just an accounting mechanism; it was intended to replace the 
classical education with an education that was adapted both to the needs of the individual student 
and the application of knowledge to society. The intention behind Eliot’s institution of the 
elective system has in many ways a very modern ring to it, emphasizing applied performance 
rather than the simple accumulation of knowledge:  "Tests should be directed to ascertaining 
what the pupils can do, rather than what they know." (Educational Reform [1898] 285, cited in 
Dietrich 659n2.)  He also believed, as did the Carnegie Foundation, that time spent on task was a 
better measure of value than a test of accumulated knowledge, which probably influenced the 
extension of the credit hour concept to cover out-of-class time.  As he stated in 1896,  “The best 
criterion for determining the value of each subject is the time devoted to that subject in schools 
which have an intelligent program of studies"(Educational Review IX [1896], 421, qtd. Dietrich 
659 n2).   

The elective system and its accompanying credit hour standard was adopted, particularly by 
Midwestern universities, even before the standardization of the “Carnegie unit” for secondary 
schools in 1906, and this standard included the concept of two hours of outside work for each 
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class hour very early on. Gerhard Dietrich points out that when the credit hour system was 
adopted by Washington University at St. Louis (beginning with the 1902 catalog),  

[T]he Faculty minutes report, under date of March 4, 1903: "It is assumed that each hour 
of recitation or lecture shall involve approximately two hours of preparation and each two 
hours of laboratory one hour of preparation on the part of the average student." The 
quantitative measurement could hardly be carried to greater length.  (659) 

This is the earliest instance I could find of the 2:1 ratio, and it appears to have been the faculty’s 
attempt to quantify student work in relation to the relatively new concept of the credit hour.  

The credit system’s status as an accountability measure soon outweighed its status as a flexible 
educational innovation.  Eliot’s own successor, Abbott Lowell, was one of the first critics of the 
elective system, writing in 1917 that  

One of the most serious evils of American education in school and college is counting by 
courses--the habit of regarding the school or college as an educational savings bank 
where credits are deposited to make up the balance required for graduation, or for 
admission to more advanced study. (A. L. Lowell, At War with Academic Traditions in 
America 275, qtd.  Dietrich 667) 

In 1910, Morris Llewllyn Cook introduced the notion of the “Student Hour” in Academic and 
Industrial Efficiency, a call for efficiency and accountability underwritten by the Carnegie 
Foundation that makes the Spellings Commission report seem warm and fuzzy by comparison. 
Lamenting the absence of an industrial standard of efficiency in higher education, he suggests 
“as perhaps the most immediately available unit the student-hour. By student-hour is meant one 
hour of lectures, of laboratory work, or recitation-room work, for a single pupil. Thus, a section 
of thirty students on a three hours’ laboratory period would mean ninety student-hours” (19).  
This was the introduction of what is now called the “student credit hour” as a measure of 
educational productivity, and Cook introduces many of the concepts (weighted student hours, 
student-hour production as a measure of departmental productivity, etc.) that are now standard 
reporting measures. Here the time a student spends outside of class is not quantified, probably 
because it has no direct bearing on institutional costs.  As Shedd points out, the credit hour as a 
measure of faculty productivity also became important in the early twentieth century as 
institutions needed to define full-time faculty status, as well as demonstrate their compliance 
with the Carnegie unit in admissions standards, in order to qualify for the Carnegie endowment’s 
pension fund that was to become TIAA (7). 

Margaret Lorimer noted in 1962 that “The catalogues of many institutions of higher education 
define a credit hour as the equivalent of three hours of work done by the student each week; that 
is, one hour of lecture or recitation with two hours of preparation” (302).  Lorimer critiques this 
as a standard, arguing not only that it is applied inconsistently, but that it doesn’t reflect  the way 
students learn: “A final solution, probably the most reasonable though the most drastic, is to 
eliminate the credit-hour requirement for graduation, substituting instead some measure of 
competence”  (305).  (See also James M. Heffernan’s 1973 critique.) 
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Almost half a century after Lorimer’s plea, we are codifying into national policy practices that 
were already entrenched and under fire in 1903.  

A note on clock-hour to credit hour conversion: The U.S. Department of Education has long 
used a formula to convert “clock-hour” programs (normally vocational programs that require a 
certain number of clock hours for licensure) to credit hours. That formula has traditionally been 
that 600 clock hours converts to 16 semester hours, which comes to 37.5 clock hours per 
semester hour. I think this was initially understood as an apples-to oranges conversion, and was 
not meant to establish, for instance, a real equivalence between a 600-clock hour program in auto 
body repair to 16 semester hours of US history, which would require a certain amount of in-class 
and out-of-class work. However, the amendment to 34 CFR part 668 from October  2010  seems 
to establish such an equivalency (for one-year training programs, proprietary institutions, or 
vocational institutions)  by stating that “A semester hour must include at least 37.5 clock hours 
of instruction” or somewhat less if the following conditions are met: “The institution's student 
work outside of class combined with the clock-hours of instruction meet or exceed the numeric 
requirements in paragraph (l)(1) of this section [37.5 clock hours per semester hour]; and (ii)(A) 
A semester hour must include at least 30 clock hours of instruction” (National Archives 
Administration). In other words, the in-class plus out-of-class work formula seems to be 
influencing the federal regulation more than in the past. 
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