External Degrees®
K. Patricia Cross

- The external degree is oné of highe?:educatﬁon‘s most talked-about
innovations. Some say that it is a passing fad, but I think that it is
too philosophically 1nteresting‘and'foo p01itica11y paradoxical to pass
from the scene'w%thout’ieaving'permaneht imprints on the form of education
as we know it. | | o

It is phi?osophica]iy intekesting because it challenges almost
everything we know, or think we kndw; éb0ut how‘to present and measufe
education. It is politically paradoxica] because its most visible
~ spokesmen are busy putting the bkakéé on what seems to be run-away
enthusiasm for non-traditional alternatives. Steve Bailey, who has been

developing model external degree prbgrams in New York, gave a speech
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before the American Association of‘Higher Education warning about serpents
Turking at the bottom of this basket bf shiny apples (Bailey, 1972). At
the same professional meetihg, Sam Gbuld, the chairman of the Commission on
Non-Traditional Study; admitted that the demand for change in higher educa-
tion is so great that it cannot be ignored, but he spent the major portion

of his time discussingthe dangers of overeager acceptance :of=change on the

part of some of the devotees of non-traditional study (Gould, 1972).
Perhaps the almost schiZoid feaction to the promotion of the external

degree arises from the fact fhatgits‘architects and proponents are usually

"insiders" in traditional education;: 0n the one hand, state chancellors |

such as Ernest Boyer of New dekfand Glenn Dumke of California are seeking

legislative funds and support for-the.ﬁﬁij“iﬁﬁﬂ‘ colleges and universities

in their state§, and on the other theyfare:advocating changes that could be
considereéZiﬁgéetition for tradit;;;tiyézducation. In reading speeches and
publications of this era, one canest ayoid feelings of uneasiness over the
unspoken question, "What ég%id happen if the externa] degree prové?nmore
effective, or less costly, or more popular with learners than traditional
education?" Opening its program before anyone knew the answer to the
question, England's now famous Open University played it safe by starting
with an age Timit that exc1uded.yQUhg people of traditional college age.

The Commission on NOH—Traditiona1:Study, however, has come out forthrightly
recommending that "Students of traditional college age should have available
to them the same non-traditiona];obportun?ties as adult students, inc]udfng
the external degree" (Commission‘on Non-Traditional Study, 1973). Nevertheless,

at present the external degree is usua11y‘regarded as an educational alterna-

tive for people who are not now 'attending institutions of postsecondary

education at all--largely adults. Given=themgloomeastabisticss) presented
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What reaT]y 1s this proposed chai?enge that‘might attfact a new
population of learners to colleges and universities, that might
introduce major reforms into the measufément and delivery of higher
education, or that might turn out to éheapen the college degree
through granting academié credit for a wild collection of so-called

"learning experiences?"

&2 There is no hard and fast definition for the external degree. A leading
authority on the subject (Vai]ey, 1972) identifies six major models and
illustrates each model with severa1 specific programs. As we shall soon see,
there are more than 100 different prOQrams in this country today that qualify
as var1at1ons of the external degree

One definition of the externa} degree maintains that it concerns credit

granted for competencies developed independently of the awarding institution
(Warren, 1973). This might ihc]ude’¢fedit for work experience, credit by

examination, credit for foreign traVeT,*etc. A more inclusive definition is
that used by Howard Bowen (1973) in d1scuss1ng the costs of external degrees.

tnclodes 162 his The costs
He»fx,fgsﬁﬁzﬁbudget for 1nstruct1ona1 components, assum1ng that the external

degree is any program involving o ff—camgus learning. This might include among
other things,‘extension~courses, or‘te1evision, home study, or industry-based
courses offered by the institution. |

Whether the definition is narrow or Broad; there are some characteristics

of the external degree that are assumed by all. Central to the concept is



the notion that learning must be defined as a quality of the student
rather than an offering of the college. There is more interest in what
has been learned than in what has been taught; education is student

centered. The report of the Cbmmission on Non-Traditional Study struggled

O
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mpertantoy zﬁmmnx%yﬁwﬁC?mxmaéﬁvawwaixsxnﬁy% and finally conc]uded that
on-Trads oreal |
F is an attitude that puts the student f1rst and

the institution second, concentrates more on the former's

need than the latter's convenience, encourages- diversity

of individual opportunity, and deemphas1zes time and

space or even course requirements in favor of competence

and, where applicable, performance (Comm1531on on Non-

Traditional Study, 1073) : ,

This definition reminds us that another ha11mark of the external degree
is its emphasis on flexibility and 1nd1v1dua112at1on. There is a conscientious
attempt to des1gn the educational exper1ences to f1t the schedule and circum-
stances of the learner. ,

- The external degree is usua]]y:diStinguiShed from the broader concépt
of non-traditional study by its concern for certifylng that the student meets
certain standards set by the 1nst1tut1on The Univers1ty of London, for example,
Zéfgf?ks7“

_ conferred %3, external degree on: anyone who could pass examinations taken by
regular students who had received théir instruction from the University. Thus,
another characteristic of the,exterhé] degree is that it carries the stamp of
approval of a degree-granting institution. Usually the first pledge of insti-
tutijons or systems of highef educatioh'considering an external degree is that
it shall be of the same quality as their regular degree.

Still another characteristic of the external degree is that learning takes
place off campus. It may éonsist~ofﬁindependent study, a teleyision course,

language competency deve]opéd abrbad;;correspondence study, work experijence

accepted for credit, advanced p]acemént‘credit, learning units completed in
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a reQidna] learning center bf with é facu]ty mentor or any of a varietyk
of other experiences that a college is wi?]ing to certify as creditable.

In the abstract, most educators would be willing to endorse these
characteristics as thoroughly good educational practice. And yet, the
external degree with its transfer of traditional responsibilities and
controls makes many pebp]eknervoﬁs. Aside from cost, the most Common.
reasons given by institutions for nOf introducing various non-traditional
alternatives are difficthy;in'assessing non-classroom learning, faculty
resistance, and concern about academic~standards (Ruyle, et al, 1972).
Despite these concerns , non—traditionaf'a]ternatives are a rapidly growing
phenomenén, and by the springkof,1972,*ha]f of the traditional colleges
and universities across the~countryjhad introduced one or more progfams that
they regarded as non-tréditionaT in'térms of’studentsrserved, place or method
of instruction, or contentf(RuyTe;kef al, 1972). A smaller group of colleges
are introducing programs that may'bé considered varieties of_the extérna1

E degree.
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yman G]ennzééééwﬁ% perhaps not a $@g€%ﬂer

coincidental ty,»“cblieges are“u@w*wéager to creatggéﬁewreforms neces~

by my friend and colleagues-l

sary tp-gitract new c];p'iéae than they are=fo reform education because

i needs it.

Which came first, the perception of the new educational needs typified
by adult learners or a growing diSsdtisfaction with some of the procedural

rigidities of traditional colleges is a chicken and egg question.

Perhaps the most accurate obser?ation;is that many factors converged to
make the external degree an~idea‘whosé time has come.

First, there is the egalitarian mood of the country accompanied by
great faith in educational opportUnity'as an equalizer. The idea that all
persons should have the oppdrtﬁnity to better themseives through hard work
and study is compatible both with’bur'meritocfatic past and our'vision‘of
an egalitarian future. There,ié hd Tongér any strong opposition to the:
notion that everyone who wanftho'Tearnvshou1d have the opportunity to do
so-—regardless of co]or, séx,:agé,‘financia1~resources, or geographical
location. Parenthetically, I gueés I’should add that some--notably
Christopher Jencks and his colieaQQQS‘at Harvard‘(1972)——ake questioning
whether providing equality df éducatiéna] opportunity will close the gap
between the haVes and the haye nbts.' But as the storm of controversy
surrounding his book indicates,'the majority of Americans are still placing
their bets on education. Since?educationa1 ega]iiarianism is the prevailing
mood of the country, it seems unlikely that the drive to make quality educa-
tion accessible to all will be quashed.;

The second reason for the enthusiasmkéhdut the poténtia] of the external

‘degree is the recognition that one of the largest groups of educationally



‘motivated peopTe not now attending co]]ege are those who grew up in

an age when neither the pressures nor the opportunitfes to attend

College were as great asythey’are today.\ Abouf ten years ago, we

passed a point whenkco11ege attehdance bécame the norm rather than
the exception. In 1950 less than han (43 percent) of the high
-school graduates were entering college; by 1970, more than half

(60 percent) were continuing their forma] education (Haggstrom, 1971).
This reserve of capabTe and mbtivated,pbtentia1 students in their 30's,
40's, and 50's form a substantial pooT‘of‘uhdereducated talent. They are
undefeducated compared with today's ydﬁth and in relation to today‘s demands.
Thus there iS~pressuré to extehd éducationa1 opportunity to adults.
A third factor catapulting the exterhai degree into the limelight

is the growing rea?ization,that‘fhe world is changing soyrapidiy that “an
education" will no longer last a~]ifet1me. People in’a great.variety of
occupations afe accepting the fact tﬁét‘they will need fo keep learning

in order to keep working. Theiéteady'advance of science will result in
~ the technological unemp]oymént of tﬁé‘fé]ephone operator and in the
‘obsolescence of the doctor. “Thus it behoovés us to demonstrate that

adults can (and must) engage 1n‘formé1 learning too. The dean of extension
at Berkeley speaks of comgu]sory éducation for adults in the véry near
future (Stern, 1972). He bases hié prediction on legislation passed in
California and otherkstates;keQUiring‘additional schooling to keep or
renew licenses in fields such as optometry, pharmacy, veterinafy medicine,
and accountants in prlic service. | |
A fourth stream of pressure for bringing adults into the mainstream of

learning arises out of our advanced scientific society. The information

expiosion coupled with the technology to deliver an incredible variety of
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1earnihg options to people all Qvér the country has made the idea of
'"campus" as a repository of a11kteaching and learning obsolete. qut
of us now 1jve in a network of ]earning;resources, and the stimulation
and the opportunity for Yearning surround us. The complex questions of
how much and what kinds ofylearning consfitute a college education are
forcing themselves on our attentidn.

Fifth, we should notkunderéstimaté’the instinct for self-preservation
that exists in colleges. We have now feachéd the point where we can eXpect
“no appreciable growth frém that segmeht of the population that have
traditionally been cohsidered'coT1ege‘materia1. -NationW1de,~over 80
percent of the young people graduatihgkin the upper half of their high
school classes, socioeconomically'and’atademicaT]y, are now entering college.
That leaves us three options~for'growthjin the near future. We can try to
attract young péop]e from the Tower héTf,bf the socioeconomic strata. HWe
are doing this, but with the‘récognftioh that they require substantial
financial aid in a period of finantié] austerity. Many colleges are unable
to puruse that course of éction exCeptvthrough pressure on external sources
of funding. A second option énhancing se1f-preservation is to increase the
numbers of students from the 1bwer academic half of the high school graduates.
The community colleges are working hard at this task with their open door |
admissions‘po]icies and programs of remédia1 education, but for mbre tradi-
tioné] faculty that raises the spectréfbf Towering academic standards. Finally,
we can look to expanding the market of academically-motivated, financially
self-sufficient adults who might be attraéted to college. In most ways, the
group posing the lowest threat to fairiyktraditiona]kco11eges (which is most
of them) are the adults. v

But in the final analysis, let us hape‘that the growing maturity and
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sophistication of education is a powerful influence behind the popularity
of the external degree. We are no ]ohger content to equate hours in the
classroom or years oh the campus with edutationa] competency. Adults
present us with visible prodf thatylearning takes place everywhere--
whenever learners give sustained attention to expanding their base of
knowledge. Education is beginning to face,the challenge of measuring
education as a quality of the individual rather than‘as an offering of the
institution. For all of these reasons, the concept underiying the external

degree is an idea whose time has come.

~ We can take é research Took at what the external degree Tooks like
in the United States today. In~thé épring of 1972, the Center for Research
and Development in Highér EdUcationfat:thé Universityfof‘Ca1ifornia in
Berkeley conducted a survey for the Commission on Non-Traditional Study
asking all of the colleges 1n'the‘Country what they were doing about
offeking non-traditional a]ternétivesq, I selected from this group 122‘
1

colleges that could be said to offer some variation of the external degreef

The programs selected met all of the following conditions:

1) The principal Tocation of the learning activity was off-campus

(in regional 1earnihg centers, business sites, community
agenc/es _ .
—gértors, homes, in the field, etc.).

]Appreciation is expressed to Janet Ruyle of the Center for Research and
Development in Higher Education, University of California, Berkeley, for pro-
viding the special data analysis for this discussion. Data are from a larger
research study commnissioned by the Commission on Non-Traditional Study with
support from the Carnegie Corporation and the Educational Foundation of America.



/0

2) Degree credit was awarded at the aésOciate, bachelbr's, or

graduate degree level or a specia] degree was éranted.

- 3) The program was designed fof'hbh-traditiona1 learners (house-
wives and working adults, perTe beyond Commuting distance,
independent 1earnérs, special ocCupationa] groups, etc.) or
for both traditionaT and non-traditional students.

This definition, it should be‘noted, excludes a variety of innovative
off—campus learning programs‘dengnedx%br ékéditioha1 full-time college
students, and it’also echudés~noh~credit extension courses. It does not,
however, demand that studéhts~be éﬁ?é to'éomplete aTi work for a degree off
campus. Such a degree is still a rérity‘in this country; only eight percent
of our sample offered a degree program‘without any residency requirements.
The most common requirement for the:uhdérgraduate degree at institutions
~offering external degree progréms’is~dne<academic year or BO semester hours
(59 percent), but a‘significant minofity%(23 percent) require Tess than a

year of residency.

A Profile of External Degree Progfams St

Despite claims that the externa1fdegree is one designed primarily to
meet the needs of a new c]iénte?e, the external degree as it exists today
looks very much 1ike the ihterna]‘degree in many respects. Only about half
of these new programs evenkc1aim fhatkthére is anything unconventional about
their methods of instruction or the cdhtent offered. Indeed, 85 percent of
the programs make "much use" or "some use" of traditional classroom lectures,
and, not surprisingly, it is primarily ﬁhe regular faculty who are delivering
these lectures. Use is also madé‘of'adjunct faculty, however, and nEar1y two-
thirds of ths‘gregrams;recruit‘éomekinst?uctérs from the community in‘the

- professions, business, and the arts..
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Apparently adjunct faculty, too,'$oon adjust to the age-old teaching
device of the lecture. Certainly, not many‘programs vet incorporate the
much publicized new media. Over 80 percent of the programs make no use of
media such as talk-back television, teléphone, radio, or computer assisted
instruction. Tape-cassettes, however, appear to be pulling ahead of other
media as a viable vehicle forckﬂivefing educafion;~over one-third of the
prbgrams use it to some extent, and nearly 10 percent say they make extensive
~use of tapes. / A

The most frequently used ﬁhnovation in methods of instruction, however,
occurs through providing increaSed’opportunities for field work, internships,
and cooperative study. bver 70 perceht:of the external degree programs make
at Teast some use of these forms of education, and cooperative work experience
is more likely to earn credit for a stﬁdént than any other form of hon~course
Tearning. |
| The much~tduted f]exibi]ity of the éxterna] degree presents a mixed
picture. On the one hand, roughly ha]f of the programs state that the
cirriculum is structured of prescribed,and the usual major and distribution
requirements are adhefed to. But on‘thé‘other hand, about one-third of the
'programs offer real opportunities to break the Tock-step of education by
devices such as permitting students to negotiate learning contracts (28
percent), to design unique programs (30 percent), to enter the program at any
time of the year (30 percent), and to determine the pace of the learning
(46 percent).

By definition, the principa1”1eérning activities of external degrees take
place off-campus, and a great variety of locations receive at least some use.
Regional learning centers ére a groWing phenomenon, and almost half of the

external degree programs utilize these off-campus classrooms, but business and
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and field sites are also very popu]ar.“ln fact, the only learning sites

that seem dramatically underutilized are the public library and the home.

The home-study approaches of England's Open University seem not to have

caught on to any great extent in this‘COUntry; two-thirds of our external

degree programs make no use of home study, and about the same number claim

that the public Tibrary is not used as a Tocation for their Tearning

activities. Thus the Commission on Non-Traditiona] Study seems on-target

when they recommend that, "The public 1fbraFy should be strengthened to

become a far more powerful instrument for non-traditional education than

is now the case" (Commission bn Non-Traditiona] Study, 1973).

Two problems have been of major concern to developers of the external
degree--one is cost and the other is the difficulty of assessing non-
c}assroomk]earning. Howard Bowen (1973) the eConomist who is also
chancellor of the Claremont University Center, has estimated the costs of
an external degree at about $1.675 perjfull—time equivalent student. This
figure does not represent a signifiténtfsaving over the $2,127 that is the
average cost per student’FTE in pub]ic‘co]1eges‘and universities in the
United States. It should bé noted;~however, that Bowen's fairly luxurious
model includes costs for recruitment, evaluation of student educational history,
a program of student counseling;~the deveiopment of 10 new courses a year at
a cost of $10,000 each, instructional éosts, examination, campus conferences,
administrative costs, and overhead. ’

Admittedly, some programs do not create special courses for the external
degree program and some try to get by with minimal counseling services, but
it is generally agreed that both counséling and new instructional programs
geared to a new audience and different forms of presentation are absolute
necessities if’externa] degree programs are to provide quality educatioha]

experiences.
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iPerhaps it is some reflection of qua]ity then‘that thé 122,insti-
tutions with experience with externaT_degree progréms seem not to be
experiencing any great costvédvahtagés; :The‘]argest numbér of colleges
included in the survey of external degree’programs (41 percent) say that
the costs of the éxterna} dégreéybrograﬁ;are generally comparable to
those experienced in their conventional programs. Twenty-one percent say
that the external degree is costfng them,moré money, and about the same
proportion (23 perceht) c]éimfthai fhey‘aan‘offer thefr degree externally
for less money than théir internal dégrée. Since only a fourth of the
programs enjoy the ]uxury of 1h$titu£iona1 subsidy, while many are self-
supporting (38 percent) or finanéed‘én;"soft-money" from outside grants
(17 percent), problems of finaﬁéing external degree programs remain a
deterrent to more rapid imp]ementation of new programs.

Questions of credit seém to be ffnding a variety of answers. (See
Warren, 1973). Institutionéjofferihgfén external degree program are con-
siderably more lenient about credit than are institutions in‘generai, but
1hcreasing1y flexible credit dfrangeméniékseem to be pervading all of higher |
education. For example, credit-berXamination 13'now the norm rather than
the ‘exception in undergraduafe degree programs of all kinds. Almost two-
thirds‘df the nearly 1200 instifutions responding to the Commission survey
(Ruyle, et al, 1972) claimed that they pkesent]y award credit on the baSiS
of the College Level Examihatibn Program (CLEP) or the Advanted Placement
examinations. These two national testing'programé are far and away the most
common vehicles for awarding credit, but institutional or departmental exams
are also used, with roughly half of all fnstitutions granting credit on the
basis of locally constructed examinations.

Credit for learning without validation by examination requires a greater
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1eép of faith, and institutions with external degree programs are clearly
in the vanguard here. Among the selected group of 122 colleges and
universities with external degree programs; over half granf academic
credit for cooperative educatioh or for volunteer work in a community
agency (much of which is,aftainéd through work-study programs). But
about one-fourth recognize particfpétion,in a community theater or holding
office in student government as ¢reditab1e learning experiences. A
significiant minority of thése‘ihétitutiOnsA(15 to 18 percent) are now
~granting credit to students such askthése: A 25 year-old with two years
teaching experience in the Péace Cdrpé,'én older man with ten year's
investment counseling experiencé, a mfdd]e~agedfwoman with five years of
volunteer social-work experiéhce,‘or'a'sophomore who dropped out of another
college and worked in a newspaper office’for a year.

It is increasingly difficu1t tbidistinguish external degree programs .
- from the more flexible arrangéments régard1hg credit, place, and time that
are now being offered by so-called tfaditiona] education. Many people are
experimenting, and it is importént to emphasize‘that most (61 percent) of
the programs defined here as;external.degrees'are not more than two years
old. I think that we may expeét éUbStantia] trial and error before adequate
models are developed. But‘thére are so many good reasons--educational as well
as social--for moving responsibly toward implementation of the concepts
embodied in the external degree that,there is much to be gained by some bold
experimentation with those aspects of the external degree that make sense in

your situation.

5-21-73
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