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 This Memorandum provides context for the Petition previously filed by the Pennsylvania 

State System of Higher Education (“State System”) seeking a waiver from the regulatory minimum 

requirement of 120 credits/40 credits of general education for a baccalaureate1 degree.   

 The universities of the State System of Higher Education have an historic mission – 

providing all Pennsylvanians with affordable, high-quality, career-relevant education after high 

school, enabling them to participate productively in the 21st century economy, sustain themselves 

and their families, and contribute meaningfully to their communities. In pursuit of that mission 

they must constantly review and revise everything they do. Why? Because while the mission 

remains, the world in which it is pursued changes at an ever-accelerating pace. Students change, 

the world of work changes, the tools and technologies to shape students’ educational experiences 

 
1 “Baccalaureate” and “bachelor’s” degree are used interchangeably throughout this Memorandum and are used 
synonymously. 
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change. Additionally, as Pennsylvania’s state-owned universities, the State System has a statutory 

obligation to offer the most affordable educational pathways possible.  

 Both of these considerations require relentless intellectual curiosity and an entrepreneurial 

spirit that restlessly seeks how to better and more affordably serve students, their employers, and 

their communities. How do State System universities help even more people cross the bridge to 

opportunity that is public higher education? In short: they innovate, they hustle, they practice on 

themselves the same empirical methods that they deploy in research and use them deliberately so 

that they may constantly improve—fulfilling their statutory obligations of affordability and 

meeting the needs of a changing world.  

 The petition is filed in support of Indiana University of Pennsylvania (“IUP”), which is 

participating in a national effort involving a dozen or so other universities that are considering a 

simple proposition which, if true, could have profound and very positive impacts on the cost of a 

college degree. Does every baccalaureate-level credential require 120 undergraduate credit hours 

– that is a measure of the time a student is expected to spend in a classroom “seat”? Or can the 

same level of learning be accomplished with less seat time and fewer credits, and potentially much 

more affordably for a student, and with accelerated opportunities to engage in the world of work 

or enter upon graduate or professional studies.   

 As part of that effort, IUP has identified three existing degree programs (BA in History 

with concentration in Public History and/or Information Science; BS in Marketing – AACSB 

accredited; and a BS in Speech-Language Pathology – CAACSD accredited and ASHA certified) 

that it wishes to redesign as 3-year (fewer than 120 credit) degrees and seek the relevant approvals 

that are needed to implement for the purpose of evaluating evidence about potential benefits 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/11/09/colleges-explore-new-three-year-bachelor%E2%80%99s-degree-program
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and costs. While there is potential for a handful of other pilots should the waiver be approved by 

the Board of Education, neither the university nor the System has any desire to undertake broader 

application outside the pilot without developed and reviewed evidence.   

 The IUP pilot is expected to last for at least four years after a proposed three-year degree 

program enrolls its first cohort of students. This is because it will be essential to track progress of 

students who graduate with a three-year degree, whether in post-baccalaureate programs or the job 

market. Only a pilot of this duration will we be able to gather evidence about participating students’ 

learning outcomes and progression, as well as employer responsiveness and other measures of 

perceived degree quality, including ongoing program and institutional accreditation. Further, it 

will enable analysis of the impacts (positive or negative) that such a degree program may have on 

faculty and staff, as well as within in the broader educational ecosystem (how, for example, does 

it impact community college and other transfer pathways). 

  If the waiver is granted, any pilot program would require multiple additional levels of 

approval before it could be implemented. Should the regulation be waived pursuant to the State 

System’s petition, the system’s Board of Governors (“BOG”) would then consider whether to 

allow a temporary waiver to Board Policy 1990-06-A Academic Degrees, which currently requires 

120 credits for a baccalaureate degree and 40 credits of general education, to allow for a pilot of 

3-year baccalaureate degrees.  Thereafter, any proposed pilot would need to be processed through 

the normal university and State System policies and procedures for program approval. 

Additionally, IUP’s institutional accreditor the Middle States Commission on Higher Education 

(“MSCHE”) would require submission of a Substantive Change Application to which they will 

assign a team of peer reviewers.  
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 It is also important to recognize that while the 120-credit minimum for the bachelor’s 

degree—with 40 credits minimum of general education—has a powerful hold over practice in 

higher education, it is not required by the U.S. Department of Education or MSCHE. The only 

hurdle to offering this type of 90-100 credit bachelor’s degree program is the regulatory obligation 

of the State Board of Education.  

 Additionally, this type of initiative is not without precedent. The State System universities 

already have evidence that baccalaureate-level learning outcomes can be completed in fewer than 

120 credits—preparing students very successfully for graduate and professional schools.  A few 

examples follow:  

• Kutztown undergraduate students in certain baccalaureate programs may 
enroll in East Stroudsburg University’s Masters in Public Health program 
having completed undergraduate program requirements, but not having 
completed the 120 credits required for a degree. By taking graduate classes at 
East Stroudsburg, the students are able to apply up to 17 credits of graduate 
work at East Stroudsburg to complete the 120-credit requirement for the KU 
bachelor’s degree;  
• Kutztown also has a dual degree agreement with Palmer College of 
Chiropractic whereby students complete 90 credits of requirements for the 
baccalaureate degree before enrolling at Palmer College and the student is able 
to transfer back to Kutztown up to 30 graduate credits to complete the 120 
credits required for the bachelor’s degree;   
• Slippery Rock boasts a similar agreement with Logan University’s Doctor 
of Chiropractic program.    
• Commonwealth University - Lock Haven’s storied Physician Assistant 
program matriculates students enrolled in a 3 year + 2 year track after they have 
achieved 97 undergraduate credits, the students are able to transfer back 
graduate credits to achieve the necessary 120 for the bachelor’s degree;  
• West Chester University students enrolled in the Bachelor of Science in 
Sports Medicine Studies complete their undergraduate requirements in 97 
credits and enter directly into the Masters of Science in Athletic Training 
program, whereby they are able to transfer 23 credits of graduate work back to 
complete the required 120 credits for the bachelors. 
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 It should be noted these are not accelerated programs in which students cram 120 credits 

into 3 years of full-time study; instead, they are programs in which students complete their 

baccalaureate-level learning outcomes in fewer than 120 undergraduate credits.  It is also a 

common, widely used, and respected practice in United States higher education. 

 The State System is not aware of any research that suggests 120 credit hours, with 40 hours 

of general education credits is necessary to achieve the learning outcomes required for specific 

baccalaureate degrees. Higher Education across the United States makes a number of 

accommodations in the way credit hours are counted. This includes alternative learning pathways 

– effectively assigning “credit hour” value, for example as happens with for-credit internships and 

credits granted to students for various forms of prior learning. Further, competency-based 

education programs that award baccalaureate degrees on the basis of the competencies that 

students master (as evident in assessment) rather than 120 credit hours of seat time, have been in 

existence for well over a dozen years and have grown in number, popularity, and enrollment in 

public as well as private two- and four-year degree granting institutions.  

 No detailed curricular proposals have been developed at this time for initial consideration 

by the IUP’s curriculum committee. Before engaging in that extensive and resource intensive 

effort, IUP needs to know whether a path to pilot implementation is even possible. Unless waived, 

the state regulation requiring a minimum of 120 credits to the baccalaureate degree, with 40 of 

those credits in general education, precludes further development.   

 That quest for more efficient, yet continued rigorous learning demands a growth mindset 

and an eagerness to look forward – taking pride in past achievements without clinging unyieldingly 

to them. The quest to improve opportunities is sustained by a willingness to “try” and equal ability 
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to extend grace when an attempt falls short. It entails staying in close touch with the people and 

communities PASSHE serves, helping them understand why higher education looks different 

today than it did when they were students; why holding true and fast to PASSHE’s mission entails 

constant evaluation and evolution of how the system and the education it offers work. 

 The highly defined and significantly focused pilot program is intended to assess the 

potential costs and benefits of a three-year baccalaureate degree is one of many initiatives the State 

System is undertaking at this time—reflecting a relentless quest for continuous opportunity and 

improvement.   

 WHEREFORE, the State System of Higher Education respectfully requests that the State 

Board of Education, pursuant to its authority under 1 Pa. Code §35.18, waive the requirements set 

forth in 22 Pa. Code §31.21(b)(3) relating to the 120 credit hour requirement and general education 

requirements, and permit the Board of Governors of the State System to establish the minimum 

requirements, in accordance with all accrediting rules, for the satisfactory completion of a 

baccalaureate degree. 

 
      Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
 
 
Dated:  October 18, 2022   __________________________ 
      Michael S. Ferguson 
      Attorney ID No. 83882 
      University Legal Counsel 
      Pennsylvania State System of Higher Education 
      2300 Vartan Way, Suite 207 
      Harrisburg, PA  17110 
      (717) 720-4070 
      mferguson@passhe.edu   

mailto:mferguson@passhe.edu
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