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ABSTRACT

Tndependent study involves those activities that help
students develop the capacity for self-paced, lifelong learning.
Independent study may be pursued concurrently with regular courses or
as an intensive experience by itself. A major guestion faced by all
wvho consider offering independent study concerns the students. Few
institutions offer independent study without screening students on
the basis of college grades. The transfer of independent study credit
is often more difficult than is the transfer of traditional credit
because most institutions hesitate to recognize independent study
that occurs outside their owa scrutiny. Ideally, the independent
study project should be a student's idea that has been refined and
foramulated by the student and the faculty advisor. Evaluatidn should
involve a review of the study's objectives, which may be fulfilled by
writing papers, making objects, or presenting live performances. The
costs of independent study to students should depend on the
university resources required by the prograe. Since most professional
jobs require problemsolving and independent throught, both enhanced
by independent study, universities have an obligation to organize
independent study opportunities for their students. (Author/PG)
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term "independent study” has several interpretations. Applicants

colleze admission undarstand it as an indicator of flexibility in

-
o
s

z2iucational pailosophys earolled students see it as a desirsble step
toward relevance and away from the borzdom of diced hlstory and cociologys
siinialstrators hops it 13 = panacea for uarest aand demands for curricula
s.forms erd Teculty thint. it i3 a tine ideas for honors studonts, but aot
ror oblers. Thara are veriacioas to trese views, or course, ovub these
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in an important resoursg, Dresccl end Thompson extoend the derinition of
indep2adont study from the aarrow conllines of honers stbudents to tle
»ealm of everyman, because they belleve tha? the capacities developad
vy independent study should be amon; the goals of liberal education, To
prraphrasc these authors, independent study involves those activities

cm———-- vhich h2lp students dovelop the capscity for self-paced, lifelong

1
learning..

This definition places indepandent study squarely into the arena of
"non-traditional" étudy, in which students are freed from the limitatlons
of pace, place, and traditions in higher education. As a result of this
relief, non-treditional study involves new roles and tensions for both
teachers and learnevrs., It also raises againthe issue of content versus

process in education.

Traditional courses are of fered in concurrent fashion, several at a

time, and students take from three to five together, depending upon the
length of the school's term. The opposite kind of course has been called
"sntensive" because students engege it exclusively, with no other cours~s
as distrections. Intensive courses last from a few weeks to four months,

althouzh four to six weeks aposurs to be the typical length.

Indaperdent stuly may be pursued in either mode, concurrently with rezular
courses or a3 an lntensive ~xperience vy itself, As rart of & regular
~ourse sehinle, independant study often suflers from a lack of atteation
ud succucbs L0 bhe prassurcs of rogulsr courset. ‘owzver, the bene-

sits of inlepeonduanl study 2ve sullieleatly desiredlz that new time
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senodiiez bave b2en prodos:l to aceommodate it. Walle only 2 faw schouls
tyya sloptad a modular calendar of short, inveasive, one course "terns," 2s
at Tclorado College, whizh uas nine tnrze and one=nalfl week tire blozxks as
+armg, move than three huadred colleges have introduced "four-ona=-Tour, "
tntopim term calcndars that include a one-month, oae subject, independent
study period in January. This calendar has grown dramatically in popularity
during the past few years, from 230 campuses in 1970 to 329 in 1972.2 A
fow colleges have instituted a similar program in iay, but January is the

rmch more populer time.

In a recent paper,Hefferlin reviewed both intensive and concurrent
courses snd concluded that while no evidence appears to show that con-
current courses are more effactive than intensive ones, concurrent
courses ars employed nore often because they meke prescribed curriculs
more tolersble by bresking up students' studies into short doses.3
Second, concurrent courses ar: less trouble to teach because they require
less attention, and ere morz easily made routine. A third reason may

be simply the lack of exparieace of most teachers with other than cone
current schedules. If teachsrs do not have experience with intensive
coursa3, concurrent classes may be considered best as the result of

blind ropstition rather than from research and studied replication.

Hefferlin undsvscores the sdvantages of intensive courses and thair role

as a model of the eurricul:n in the future; and Dressel and Thompson cile
tha ability to study eloa: -~ tha goal of indapentent study =-- &3 tn2 zoal
of ediration for allZudants. Waat, then, is tha status of lindepeandent
study? what is its tlstory flthoush intarim toens oo "Juu" plans arc: now,

the featurss of indesendoqt study hars been svailsble sineca che 1a:t part
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o the 19uh contury in covregponimmes ctudy and turoslals,  Tu the 12203
oo 19300, several valleXnowmn experimiate blossemsa of Zmith, Swarihwmore
Stanford, aad Reed, the 'miversity o' ~ulcago, ani the valversisty of
éu?falo.. Th~ psrcentage of institutlens offerirng indapenient shudy
fnereasod Trom 16 to 25 pavsent betws:n the 1930's and the 1950's;* end
___ _ .. by spring 1973, ebout 37 perceat of all four-=year collegzs end unlversities
offered independent study and/or ressarch at the undergraduate 1.eve1.5
Mayh=w concludes his summsry 8f this history by arguing that aa institu-
tion shiould not attempt a major program of indepandeat stu ', 3 an

6 But thz rs2 "3 growth of

isolatel reform; the prop>~ context is raquired.
this alternative suggests that independent study may have “~:n edopted
by meny schools in response to student demsnds for relevance end freedom

rather than as part of a coherent educatione” philosophy.

Before we discuss some of the major issuss relataed to intensive independent
study, we should mention the types of projects and schools where this mode

of study s2@ms to prosper. Dressel ani Thompson found that research projects,
independeat reading, and independent leboratory experience are the most
frequent types of indapandent study. CJther researcners add work experience
in industry, academic-baszed field stuidy, and community service projects.
Loportent findinzs hold that small privete colleges ars more likely %o

)

offer opgortunities for inderandent study than larsge public universities, and

. N 7-11
that it i3 moct likely o prosper in intens2 injellestual atmospheres,

with whis cmaral eontent In mind, Let s look at som2 of the speclfic
Lron-s ond provlems assosiakted with any scademic -adenvor, and how Shey

. e pa 2 o 4 ey o- ke . 3 & M
ropsar 1o ralation to indlepamiant shair, b wre b relas and attitud s

!J

of faculiy, adtainlstreablion, studects: ok about cradit and sradling,
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standards, attrition, ani costs? Which coursea and toples of study should

be purasued? What are tha benefits of iadependent study?

The studies clted earlier found that fasulty generally view independent
study a3 an "extrs burden,” i.¢. an ectivity for which they are not rewarded
in pay or credit toward promotion. A popular view among teachers is that
rost studénté ére not capeble of handling the indepehdence required by
self-paced study. Some faculty feel that lecture-recitation courses are
pore rizorous, that process should slweys be secondary to content, and.that
independent study projects are too often "una.cademic."12 One conseguence
of these feelings is that as independent study programs become better
organlzed, they tend to become part of the reguler course-credit structure
and lose their original flexibility¢13° This phenomenon has occurred through-
out the history of independant study: the structure and rules set up to
insure flexdibility begin to limit it; Jenuary plans are not lmmunz to
this process. Mayhew reviewed a number of them and reported as follows:

The first year each student is allowed to work on discrete

subjects. The next year students are grouped according to inter-

ests. The third year a limited nurber of projects are anncmnced

in advance by the faculty and in the fourth year a catalog of

*independent study courses offered during thne interim.tgﬁm’ is

published, and education has returned fuil cycle again.
Administrative time is needed to help s2t up indspandent study opportunities,
Publications, finances, off-campus arrangements, etc. take time and commitment,
and the attitude of the colleps is made evident by these efforts. The amount
of assistance offered to help students prepare projects and the forms
requived are other expressions of college attitude. Shiny calalog rhatoric

tarnishes quickly when put up against three-page epplications reguiring

three signatires and two lastars of recommendaticrn,
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A major auestion faced by all who conslidaw offeriny Indepandent study
oncerns the students. Should all stulants be eligible, or unly the
cupsrior onas? Obviously fhe answers dgpand upon one's goals. Accerding
to the Dressal-Thompson stuiy faw instituticns offer indepandent study
without screenlng students on the basis of college grades. However, the
suthors urge that all students should be eliglble, and other reports

claim that independ:nt study programs are being expanded to include

more than honors students, 15 At two kinds of schools, the numbars
involved in independent study exceed expectations: small colleges with
highly intellectual environrentz where students enjoy thinking and intease
concentration and where limited curricula can be expanded by student
initiated study; and colleges which have rearranged their calendars to
acommodate and encourage independent study.16 On another fromt,

intensive courses and independent study are techniques used by External
Degree, Open University, and Continuing fducation programs to enlarge thair

pools of prospective students.

According to Hefferlin, at least 80 percent of all students surveyed have
endorsad independent study of the intansive type.l7 This finding is
directly opposed to the apathy ond disinterest chown concurrent independent
study, dbut this 3eems to be csused mainly by "rad tape,"” archaic procadures,
anl the ~ompeting pressures of other courses.18 Programs of intenslre

courses scem Lo be batter organized and more attrective,

In moat cuses, cradit iz aszsuned for independsat study pursued during a
regular Lerm. Most colliges also give credit for interim term prograuns,

althoaigh & fow wre voluntary, Toarly 4D pavecent of Hucknall Universiiy

mmmmm
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t
studsnbts purtieipate in its rolumtary Jamuary plan.l) in post cuses wherae
cr2dlt ir not astually civaa, puwricipation counts toward a graduabion

requisaneat,

3

111

-- sraasfer of indepaniecunt stuady credii is often more difficult tha is

+he transfer of traditionsl cradit because most institutlons hesitate to
recognize independent situdy which occurs ovtside their own scrutiny.eo The
guide of the national registrar's associat.on recormends that the descriptive
titles of all courses be entored on wranseripts, but general practice ls

that "Dir Read" for Directei Reading or "Ind Stud" for Independent Study
will appear rvather than a title such as "Local Trans Problems,” with the
course rumber indicating that this was an independent study course, 21
Grades are usually of the Pass-Fail varlety, elthough some colleges give

grades with finer distinctions.

Standards are a bugaboo, a constant source of concern. Some faculty and
admini stretors consider field work and January plans to be unacademic;
their features are viewed a3 more ekin to the extracurriculum than to
serions acedemic work, and therefore ars considered to be below the
staendards of the institution. If one assumes that 2 detailad syllabus and
o magtar-pupil relationshlp are requirsd {or learning to occur, then
indapendent study will be considxred second=class, However, numerous
pansls on higher cducaticn and many indlvidual cducators argue that
indapendent study is a legitimate academic endeavor and that appropriate
standaéds tad cethods do 2uist 5o evaluatz botu tha proposals ani the
razlhts of non-t;aditional loarning activities. Theae prodlems are

addraesced in the reconmeadsiions that follow at the end of the papzz.
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spivion 1o o wejor sour in amerlows Ligher educations ihils phcenomenon
affoate Independont stuly, too, alitious: most cosidomze indl.atas tnat it Is
not shitients in inteecis tern or othae campus-based indepandent study
pro;rams ¥ho drep out, but stulonts in sorrespoadence end talevisia

.

conr3nz. | Howsver, vad tape and lack of faculty concern cen still

stulents' motivation for ind=pond:ut study Just es thsy can for these

other activities.

Becaus: administrators are generally so enthusiastic sbout independent
study, one would think that reliable financial information is known.
Unfortunstely, this is not the.case., Although most schools consider inde-
pendent study to be costly, reliable cost figures are not availdbls.zB In
» small sample cited by Thompson and Dressel, about LO percent found no
change in costs, while anothar 40 percent said they found increases in
foculty salaries and laeboratory equipment, library, and administrative
costs.zu For "Jan" plan3, many schools charge room, board and tuition,
while a fuw do not charge tuition on the basis that the costs involved are
alrcady covered.25 During the rogular term, unless they are counted as

i part of the normal teaching load, independent study courses will be part of
an overlsad for which the teacher is probably not paid extra., If he is pald,
it will b= cvpensive for the budgat; if he is not, it will.be expensive, in
terms of faculty support, ror the program. Mayunew cites evidence that
independent 3budy prosrams can edd 25 srreent to the toteld Lusiructicnal

-
20

hudzet 1F nes teachars mush ba lulread.
Lo

wot 21l subject maktors benafits fron irlependent study, Learning lanzusge

skills usnally reduirss other psodle; it is ot normally an "{ndapendent”
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sask. Some akillsy, howoior, auch a2 lavhematics, are learned more easily
s1th the baneflt o progrorsed instruttion and without obther asslstence.
Vayhaw atates that there aroe no good criteria available for determining
toa3e flelds for which 1ndepandent stuldy is most appropriate.27 Others
wogue that sound Julgxants can be m2i: about advanced-level independant
—_— realing snd laboratory study, and field-work., As examples, consider the

titles of these Jan plan projects completed last year at one medium-zized
university:

- A study of the uanivarsity's treasportation system and sugzgestions

for its improvemant
- Instruction in a computing lanziage
~ Design of a reading aid for ths blind

~ A study of the concepts of mothematical modeling.28

The benefits of independent study souni quite impressive. However, the praise
must be tempared by the knowledge that independeat study programs have been
iiradequately evaluated.29 lonetheless, some benefits seem valid. It is
claimed that independant study helps ivprove students' problem=solving
skills, fo.sers self=-dic:ipline, and pernits greater interaction between
students and faculty. It provides tho possibility of freedom from tha

pacc end place rastraints of the concurrent schzdule and the hore campus,
and flexibility in matching th2 requirements of the subject, the style of
the instructor, and the needs of the student. Otuer beneiits depand upon
t he plan itself: lncrcasing one's knoulsdge, duveloping a seriousness of
purpose through commitmaal to e single project, and providing a hroadoer con-
tert in vhich to vicw ona's studices ean cach result.go And, ol coursza,

ialependant study permits tne evpansion of tha currleulun,.
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dome asp2ots are adminlolssratlve in naSure: scheluling, sradlz;, sabbatieals,

bl

ete, are all affeciod by S intensdor wede.  The wost important feature ol
thiz style muy be that it offers a dlstinet and lively altzraative %o

eonsussent courses and tnelyr mose steble, bureauvcratie nature.3l

There are some warnings thas should be noted. Intenslve courses can be
tiring for faculty who are unfaxiliar with the new teaching style énd

tha increased workload that results from student enthusiasn. Also, useful
results depeand very much on the willingness of students and faculty to
spend the time and effort necessary to achieve success.32 Unless enough
time is sot aside, the three-credit hour, concurreat, independent study

course will be squeezed out by the demands of regular courses.

On balence, independent study seems to be a worthwhile enterprise in both
the intensive and coancurreat ﬁodes. How, then, can the probability of itc
success be enhanced? Mayhew suggests several principles, some of which
have been rentioned already. First, sufficient time must be availeble

for the independent study %o have an izpact on the student. One month-long
interim tarm in four years !s probably not enough to perqit students to
renlisze the goals of ind:paandent study. Houwever, connactlng that experience
to coacurront eours2s or indspandent situdy darling the regnlar term would
anhance tha Juineas for sucss3ss, Just =3 & long>r lntensiva period would.

L larse blook of tins 13 nzzded to accommodate false starts, raduce the
Jtatractiong of otaer acsivicies, and allow tor the curulasirve effext of

R

{

tadepamdans worl Lo tele pluse.  Sewoni, indepecdont 3%uAy wish ke

atanhlys Intograt.d Into the cusricol.ny to reduae adninitrative barriers

- N
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aind o provide status ior the courses. Thled, wiless indcepandent study os
considasred part of the teachling load end reward system, professors will
prozeuly not encourag: ami cupport 1t sufficiently. fourth, the progran

o2 indspendent study riast be consistent «d th other features of the curriculum
snd tha interests of studsnts and fuculty. As a single panacea it is doomed
to @ short life. Firally, don't expect too much in terms of personal growth;
axpect only that which can be delivered.33 Indepsndent study should not be

the cruis> ship in students' search for self.

The soveral reviews I heve cited each end on a disappointed note. The
authors note the possibilities and expectations for independent study,

but their conclusions are influenced by the realities of college curricula,
faculty attitudes, and students’ sense of academic adventure. I am more
optimistic, eszecially for the January term plen thet is tailore-made by &
student and one or two facuity advisors who share an interest in the
project, If the experience is tied to the curriculum = e.g. research on
military justice by a student in political scleace who has taken courses in
constitutioesal law end the American military system - so much the better.
Students may not learn more of a given subject through independent study
than in a regular course, and they may not master selfe-discipline and probe

lemesolsing techniques, bubt they will most likely find satisfaction and

[72]

ue2233 in an alternat’ve style of learning in an arecas of study of their
" (%]

wm choosing and plaaning., Aad this is no small zchlevement.

o

.- o Y
-

M recozmendations for independeat study follow, irst, the objectives fov
tho study should be articulated and published in catalogs znd oa Lha foras

to Lz uscd., These ohjasbives should zoncern both the experisace ltsclt
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and the subjeet motter to b2 mastered. Independeat study, especially of
the intunsive rariety, offzrs the opsorbuaity to include some practical,

quesi-profesaional exparience in a liberal arts curriculum and to free new

-opportunitites from the boundaries of tims, locatlion, and tradition. This

flexibility is a necessary feature of modern education because it permits
the matehing of students' loarning needs with the resources necessary to

neet those needs.

Ideally, the independent study project should be a student's idea that has
been refinad and formulated by the stu&ent and a faculty adviser, During
the process of review, gquestions about length of time, percentage of time,
setting, supervision, subject matter, number of credits, and grading should
be decided., Each independent study course should have its own name, and not
be sentenced to the trenscript as "Dir Stud." The University of Rochester
nas & very good system that allows sbudents to create their own names for
directed study courses. Supervision may be provided by professors or unle
vgrsity-screened preceptors on site, or by faculty visits, or by regular

reports vbatween sponsors and students.

Fveluation involves a veview of the study's objectives, which may be ful-
Filled by -riting papers, maling objects, or presenting live performances.
cevtificatlion may result frbm the direct evaluation of a project or a reviéw
of subseausat examination results such as those provided by the College Level

Lxaminatioa ™rogran.

Faculty sponsorszaip of indsepealent study should be made knowm to department
onalvman and deans, verheps by sending theam copies of study project applica-

tion rorm3. VWhencver possipls, it should count as part of the teaching

oloal L

b s

_.ll,ihl_, i

..!1_|.|".,% .
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load, either on o oae-for-on2 hasis, i.c. one indspondent study cours:

equals on2 ragular courde, or on a conpited basis, e.3. three indapendent

(&)

i..

stily courses :qual oa: rezular cours=2. This Rind of ltzaching should alwals
[ ba sensidercd during promotion and salary discucsions. Too oiten, indepandent

s+ iy aponsorship is a Jorgotten part cf a professor' - workload.

—-——— (iner pollcy gudstiens laelude the place of indepsndent study in tle cur-
riculum, the qualifications needed to participate, and the cost Lo the
gstudent. If indepasndent study is seen ﬁs a lwawry or as cn adventure for
suparior students, then it will be availsble to & limited group. The more
parsuasive position states that it is an important forn of teaching and
learning that should be made availsble to the maximum number of students,
although advenced students are likely to meke nore use of the opportunity.
The proportion of a student's total work allowed to be teken in & non-
traditionsl manner in a residential college should probably not exceed

two semesters out of eight; the norm will be sbout one in eight.

. The costs of indepsndent study to studants should depend.upon the University
resources required by the program,. If a student is studying off-campus and
is exp:cted to consult with his teacher only occasionally, he should not de
billed at the same rate as someone who sees the teacher weekly and urilizes
carrus Tacilities. Although there is another albtornative,no consultations
at all, only the submissioa of a final report, this option should not be made
legitimete by creating a Tee for it. Consultatioz on a regular basis during
the t2rm should be requirad. Thercelore, [ propose tha e3tablistuzant ol three
fee rates:s one Tor both concurrent wnd intensive indepondent study on-campuss
snother for inktensive study off-camyuc.with trequant consultations with

gdvlzarsy and a2 third for intensive study ofv-cosnpus that requires little
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couaulanilon and work with hom: canpus advisers and fecilitics. Type one
shmdd b oonvecad by oesular dtion chavges.,  Types two aad turse stovld
b ¢harsed TH%5and 35% of tultion respactively to coupensate for tnelr
fms on staff and faeilitiss, In poaoctiee, feés for t‘ﬂe 1a.tt§r t;;pés
vy greatly, from the very modest to full tuit.on charges. The proposed
basis, institutions may charge different amounts, but the relationship

to remular tuition will be the same. The fees should be based on the

propos2d study and assessed at the beginning of the term in the normal way.

1f tultion is $3,000, the price of intensive study off-campus with frequent
consultation would be $2250., If tuition is $2,000, the price would be $1500,
The chargas for intensive study off-campus with little consultation and work
with home campus advisers and facilities would be$1050 and $700 respectively.
Thase figures are not based on a scientific study of educational costs,

but on a 32nse of proportion and knowledge of the services rendered to

review, process, and evaluate independent study.

fe23 snoi1ld be charged for independent study whether or not the studeat is
Payins fees elsewhere, although some ergue that fees pald off-cempus should
affans the amount char~ed vy the home cempus. But fees should be based on
~ome campis serviced, robt on some other criterla. Also, students érould be
crangod eredit for approvad indaependent vork even iT they are pald as interns
fer thalr study, Those L3 no ovilincee thal pay cetards learning, and the
thoome may D2 nawassasy.  Additlonally, stulents should be c¢ligible for
civaneaial ald, with cooper atjusthawats for income, during the pericd of inde-

Teadont covi,  Ghherwice, indapesdant stwly vveuld not be available o all

. . . H H
cnoa Lanl basis,
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| Teree=Llon;g Intonslve independent zbidy programs requlire rariable creldit, and
soreial conrae doesignaticis,  The staondard dcélgnations us :d by mest acadeondc
depariments “or thelr thrao- and four-credit hour courses ars no* adzjuate
to vxprosent cohereat, fulletiine, crosse-discipline study. Without = college
<o osehcol fleld work or indepandant study course number that can acaount
fer up to 16 credit hours per term, several department numbers will be needed
instead of only ceveresl teachers and one agency esuthorized to consider such
proposals. The transcript should note "College TOO" at 16 credit hours,

for example, not "Soc 399" four times abt four credit hours each.

Independent study as 1 have discussed it is not in gbsentia study, which means
that a student is registered at another school, or a Leave of Absence, which
implies an inactive status. It is independent study, elso known as field
work, field study, directed research, an internship prograum; it involves an
active status with connections to one's home campus; and students should

be resistered as such.

ac

hese study arrengements can be valuable educational opportunities for students.

ey are also & good means by which schools can involve alumni in educatiohal

3
bc

affairs In addition to th: :ore routine financial activities. >People with
connections in health professions, industry, or the periorming arts, for
examnple, zan h2lp set up off-campus study sites ia these arzas. Many
collegas and independent secoadary schools request alumnl assistance in
helping stuidents accomplish field study and "Jan plen” objectives to

the beneTit of both atudents and aluiani,
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‘'ost professional Jobs rejuice prople to utilize the skills of problen=
solving 241 injupaalzat fhougihc that are caianced by college-level

independent stuiy, If this is truz, and T think it i3, we have an obli-

sation to organize independent study opportunities rfor our studenta.
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