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March 28, 2011 
 
 
To:  CEOs, ALOs of ACCJC-Accredited Institutions 
 
CC:  Faculty Senate Leaders 
 
From:  Barbara Beno, Ph.D.  
 
Subject:   New Federal Regulations on Credit Hour 
 
 
As you may know from media accounts, last week the U.S. Department of 
Education released a “Dear Colleague” letter advising institutions and 
accreditors on how it intends to enforce new regulations on the Credit 
Hour that it adopted in October 2010.  The “Dear Colleague” letter signals 
the Department’s intention to go forward with the regulations despite 
efforts of institutions and higher education organizations to delay 
implementation.    
 
My letter is intended to provide some information about the new 
regulations that may be useful to you.   A copy of the Department’s “Dear 
Colleague” letter is attached for your information.   Although the new 
regulations are an unprecedented federal regulatory intervention into 
academic matters, the Department of Education feels strongly that the 
regulations will protect the quality of higher education credit and degrees, 
and prevent (intended or unintended) abuse as institutions become 
innovative and offer more diverse learning modalities and schedules.   
 
Credit Hour Definition  
 
The new regulations include a definition of the credit hour under 34 CFR 
600.2 for both an institution’s determination of student work for purposes 
of title IV student financial assistance programs as well as for purposes of 
the evaluation activities of the accrediting bodies that are recognized by 
the Department of Education and serve as a gatekeeper for title IV 
eligibility.  The federal definition of credit hour has been linked to the 
definition of a Carnegie Unit, long used by American higher education 
institutions as a standard for the assignment of credits to a course.  The 
federal government is allowing an “institutionally established equivalency 
that reasonably approximates some minimum amount of student work 
reflective of the amount of work expected in a Carnegie unit” to be used 
by institutions that wish to offer education through a variety of delivery 
modalities.  I urge institutions to carefully read the Department of 
Education’s explanation of its definition on pages 1 and 2 of the “Dear 
Colleague” letter.   
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Institutional Responsibilities 
 
Institutions are required to establish a policy that describes how the institution will award credit for 
all types of courses in accordance with the federal definition of a credit hour.  Institutions are required 
to ensure that their policy is applied to all courses and types of courses that the institution offers.  I 
urge institutions to carefully read the section on Institutional Responsibilities at the bottom of 
page 2 and the top of page 3 of the “Dear Colleague” letter.  
 
Accrediting Agency Responsibilities  
 
The regulations also require the accrediting agency to conduct a review and evaluation of the 
reliability and accuracy of the institution’s assignment of credit hours used for Federal program 
purposes.  The accrediting agency must review the institution’s policy and procedures for 
determining the credit hours and must also review the institution’s application of its policies and 
procedures.  The accrediting agency must make a reasonable determination of whether the 
institution’s assignment of credit hours conforms to commonly accepted practice in higher education.  
The accrediting agency must review the institution’s policies and practices during comprehensive 
evaluation visits, and may sample the assignment of credits rather than examine the credits assigned 
to each course.  If an accrediting agency determines that an institution’s assignment does not meet the 
accreditor’s requirements, the accrediting agency must take appropriate action.  
 
Next Steps 
 
The ACCJC is working on changes to its Policy on Institutional Degrees and Credits, which was 
considered for first reading in January 2011.  It will present any changes necessary to respond to the 
Department of Education’s “Dear Colleague” letter to the Commission in June, 2011.    
 
The ACCJC is also revising its Manual for Institutional Self Evaluation, and the new manual will be 
published in the next two months.  The publication will provide a description of institutional 
responsibilities and the Commission’s evaluation process for institutional compliance with these new 
federal regulations.   
 
The “Dear Colleague” letter states that although the deadline for compliance is July 1, 2011, the 
Department will accept good faith efforts by institutions and accrediting agencies to comply.  We All 
of us in the WASC region appreciate the flexibility and will work to implement fully as soon after 
July 1, 2011 as possible.   
 
BAB 
 
Attachment 
 
 
































