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James S. Frey

According to one source (the Uorld Studies Data Bank of the Acadeny for Educat-
ional Development), 50,540 American students vere enrolled ip 3,825 study abroad
prooramns in 1971~ 2.1 There is little agreenent today on vhether the number of
students studying abroad 1s decreasine, increasing, or holding steady. Towever,
vhatever the accurate current statistics might be, study abroad continues to bhe
an Important part of underpraduate education for a considerable number of American

students.

Study abroad programs can be divided Into four basic types: home, guest, for-
eign, and agency.

1. A home pregram is one vhich 1s sponsored by a regionally accredited U.S. college
or university for its own students, I call this a "home" program because it is
sponsored by the student’s "home" institution. The University of Delaware
established the first such progran in 1923.2

2. A guest prosram 1s one which is sponsored by a regionally accredited U,S,
college or university for its own students, hut which is open t6 students from
other institutions as well, i call this a "guest" program because the students
are visitors or "guests" of the sponsoring institution for the duration of the
program. (It follows that one progran could bhe described in two ways: '"home,"
because it 1is designed by the sponsoring institution for its own students, and

"guest," because it 1is open to students from other institutions as well. VWhen-

"Fewer Studyine Abroad, Put Interest lolds Up," The Chronicle of lligher Fducationm,

- January 12, 1976, p. 6.
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ever a nropran fits both descriptions, I give it the "ecuest" label).

I don't know vhich was the first guest program. Perhaps the University of
Delaware piloneered here too, At any rate, today most of the home programs are
fuest nrocrans too. There were approxinately 60N nreprams of this type in
1967.3

3. A foreirn prosram is one which is sponsored by a foreilpn degree-granting univ-
ersitv. (Here I am steaking about short-term study abroad prosrams of one year
or less, and not of repular enrnllment as a degree-seeking student,) A foreign
program tends to he lanfuape-orienteod; although that is not always the case.

I don't know how many foreign prorrams exist, perhaps several hundred. Most
of them are found in Vestern Europe, but there are some in countries such as
Japan as well,

4. Agency programs are those which are sponsered by an organization or agency
which is itself neither regionnllv accredited in the Unied States nor recog-
nized as desree-grantiny by the Ministry of Fdueation of the country in which
it operates. The Institute of Furopean Studies program in Vienna was probably
the first propram of this tvpe. In 1974, I counted 237 of them, but there
probably are manv rore.

Necdless to sav, there is little consistencv in the eredit reporting nro-
cedures vhich are followed by this vast array of undercraduate study abroad pro-
grams, HMuch of the Information which 1s presented to admissions officers and
resiistrars does not fit the standards which most academic institutions follow
vhen determining transfer of credft, and this frequentlv leads to misuﬁderstandinns,
confusion, and arbitrarv decisions.

There are five major factors wvhich are tynically involved in any decision
concerning the granting of transfer of credit: accreditation, credits, prades,

course content, and course descriptions. They are usually reviewed in that order.

JAllan 0. Pfnister, "Studv Abroad: Report of an Accrediting Team," paner delivered
at the annual conference of the American Association of Collegiate PRegistrars and
E l(:Adﬂigsionq Officers in los Angoleq on April 18, 1972, p. 2.
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The first major factor 1s accreditation, i.e., is the credit-granting institut-
ion elther accredited by a U.S. regional accrediting association or recognized
as a depree~-grantine Institution by the 'inistry of Rducation of the country

" credits —

in which it is located? If the answer to this question is
’

ves
earned can be considered for transfer, subject to the additional factors noted

"no," alternate evidence of qualitv control needs to

below, If the answer is
be found.

then acadenic records from non-accredited U.S. institutions are received,
one generally investipates the policies concerning the subject institution which

arc followed by accredited institutions located in the same state. The annual

report of Credit Given puhlished by the American Assoclation of Collegiate

Registrars and Admissions Officers (AACRAO) is one source of information in

this regard. Telephone calls, letters, and conversations at professional con-
férences are other common sources of information. The basic theory is that

an accredited institution located near the subject institution has more and
better opnortunities to review the quality of the academic program, and that

its nolicies are better fuldes for action than a decision made on more arbitrary
grounds.

Vhen acadenic records from a non-accreditced study abroad institution are
received, one is dealing with either a foreipn program or an agency program
(since by definition both home and guest propgrams arc regionally accredited).
Foreien programs are no problem, since !finistry of FEducation degree—granting
approval can be considered to be tantamount to accreditation. Agency programs,
on the other hand, are a serious prohlem. They have not passed through the
nminimal quality review process reprcsented by regional accreditation in the
U.S. or Ministry of Education approval in other countries. In the case of
U.8,~based agencics, accredited institutions located in the same state as the

agency's headquarters alnost always differ on the acceptability of credit.
gency



It 18 even more innossible to Zdentify a consensus policy for foreign~based
agencies.
Admissions officers and repistrars, however, need to make a decision on
some rational basils, and so one of the followinm vnolicies is usually adomtéd:
a) We do (or do not) grant credit for this nrogram hecause we alwavs
have (or have not) done so., I call this the "consistencv" policy.
b) Ve will (or will not) gfént credit for this propram because Indiana
Universityv (or St. *farv's Collese) does (or does not) do so. I
call this the "bhuddv" volicv.,
¢) Ve will grant credit for this program hecause anything vhich pets the
student out of Indiana is good (or we will not srant credit for this
program because we do not recognize any program which is not accred-
ited). I call these the "heart" and "club" policiles, ("Club" refers
to the implied existence of an exclusive group, or club, of accredited
members. '"leart" seems to be an appropriate label for the opposite
viewpoint because that policy seems to be based less on faith and hope
and more on charity., 'Heart" and "club" are also quite appropriate
because these policies depend to a great extent on the laws of prob-
ability.)

The problem with these "solutions,"

of course, 1s that there 1s frequently
little evidence of the reasons on which the original positive or negative model
decision was hased. The end result is a decision which cannot really be de-
fended, except on purely bureaucratic terms, particularly if it is nepative
(and seldom on academic terms, particularly if it is positive).

As a result of such arbitrary decisions by admissions officers and registrars,
study abroad advisors frequently steer students toward "safe" accredited pro-

grams, regardless of quality, and away from problematic agency programs, no

matter how good they might appear to he.

5
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After a few vears employment at institutions which follow the "club" policy,
reading reams of study abroad proparanda, and workingz with several hundred
study abroad program transcrints, I hegan to te aware that a number of "elub"
members were sponsoring study abroad prograns which had sipnificant academic
deficiencies, and which probably do not really merit transfer of credit. Simil-
arlv, T began to uncéver a nunber of apency prosrams which appeared to be very
frood, and vhich probably are worthy of credit recognition. I was therefore
rather frustrated when discussions on study abroad at the AACRAO conference in
St. Louis in April 1971, and at the annual conference of the National Assoc-
iation for Foreisn Student Affairs (TAFSA) in Vancouver in May 1971 seemed to
endorse the "club" rule. 1In a partly serious, partly tongue~in-cheek attempt
at focusing attention on other tvpes of programs, I suggested a mathematical
formula for granting credit for non-club (primarily agency) programs, a for-

¢ nula which I had just worked’out on a plece of scrap paper. I was amazed when
the formula was eagerly accepted by many of those who were present at that
MAFSA session. More than a dozen persons-approached ne later to be sure they
had noted the formula correctly!

This experience convinced me that the problems involved in reviewing agency
prorrans necessitated more serious attention, and thus it became the topic
of my doctoral dissertation, an undertaliing with which some of you are already
familiar. The evaluation model which resulted has been reported to the 120
persons who particirated in the project, and a brief surmary will appear in

the Tall 1976 issue of International Tducational and Cultural EXCHANGT, the

journal of the Bureau of Fducational and Cultural Affairs of the U.S. Depart-
ment of State. The Studv Abroad by U.S. Students Comnittee (SAUSS) of AACRAO
and the Section on U.S. Students Abroad (SECUSSA) of NAFSA are jointly working
with the model, and a trial anplication will be made in December, with the

cooperation of the Tnstltute of Furopean Studies. If this model works, we
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horefully vill have an alternate solution to the accreditation problem which
can stand both academic and bureaucratic scrutiny,

The second major factor which is tynically involved in any decision concerning
the grantin~ of transfer of credit is credits, ‘*fost academnic institutions define
a semester hour of credit as one hour of class per weel for 15 weeks, or any
other combination of formal instruction which totals 15 hours, with half-credit
sranted for laboratory instruction and one-third credit rranted in studio art
and nmusic coursns. There.are variations on this there, including 16 and 18
veck semesters ond slicht differences in art, wmusic, and introductory lanpuage
courses., Trimester and onarter svstem institutions have similar basic definit-
lons for their units of credit,

At most institutions, there is a general liAit of ore credit for each week
of instruction. Thus 15 credits is the normal full-time load for a 15-week
semoster (1.6 for a l6-week sencster, etc.), and 4 credits or 6 credits or 8
credits is the normal full-time load for a 4-week or 6-week or 8-week interim
or swumer term. (In some special cases, such as intensive language prograns,
where an unusually large number of hours are spent in an intensive study progranm,
tha credit-a-veek policv usually does not anply. lowever, the program has to
be identifiable as intensive).

Credit values are a problem vhenever a study abroad program's grade report
lists an exceptionally large number of credits, such as one program in France
which reported for 1975-76 26 credits for the first semester and 24 for the
second, plus 1 credit of audit in each term, There have also been instances
of summer programs which granted 8 or more credits for only 3 or 4 weeks of
enrollment, This is particularly problematic 1f the progsram has been "hosted"
by seven universities in five countries during the three weeks,

If the total number of credits which is granted by a study abroad propram
exceeds by a substantial margin the normal full-time load at the receiving

7
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institution for the same neriod of time, standard record-teenine volicies at
most institutions require that credit for the courses he reduced proportionally,
so that a more realistic total number of crodits will be involved. There are

a varicty of standard and home~made formulas which can be used in this nrocess
(e.g., multinlying by 2/3 or 3/4 or 4/5).

3. The third major factor involved in transfer of credjit is grades. Most acadenic
institutions reaulre a prade of € or better for each ceourse for which credit
is to he transferred. A small numher of institutions will also accent D grades
if they are é;tchcd bv at least an equivalent number of A and B grades.

Grades are usually only a smnall concern in the transfer of credit orocess
when study abroad programs are involved. Few programs award D and F grades with
any frequency, even when the admissions process has heen non-selective. I sus-
pect that low grades would have too negative an effect on recruilting., Some-
times it appears that the program director is secretly charged with the task of
raising grades during the transcrint preparation process. At any rate, very
few study abroad prorrams publish their grade conversion tébles (e.r., a German
fut 1s a B, a French passable is a C), and the admissions officer or registrar
usually sces only A, B, and C grades.

4. The fourth major factor involved in transfer of credif is content. The acadenic
content of courses accepted for transfer of credit must be comratible with the
degrece requirements of the receivine instituticmn, For examnle: technical
engincerinn credits are seldom accented by a liberal arts college. lowever,
liberal arts credits are almost always accepted by professional colleggs,‘suﬁ—
ject only to a maximum limit on the numbor of acceptable feneral education and
elective courses. The content of study abroad courses is seldom a problem, since
the vast majority are liberal arts in nature.

5. The fifth major factor in transfer of credit 1s description. The .title of each

3
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course listcd on a s¢rade report mist be as self-cunlanatory as nossible. In
addition, the bulletin or catalog or syllabus or other written material which
desceribes an acadenic program rust contain a descrintion of each course which
is sufficiently clear and detailed to permit comparison with courses offered by
the recgivinn institution, !ost study ahroad rrograms do not adequately meet
this requirement,

When a specific study abroad course is substantially the same as a course
offered by the receiving ipstitution, a student will bhe given credit for that
course. Thus, a student vho has comnleted a course entitled "Physics 11360
Descriptive Astronomy’ in the studv abroad program of the University of Tvans-
ville in England will receive credit for "Astronomy Al00 The Solar System' at
Indiana University. The titles are different, and so are the course numbers,
but the catalog descriptions indicate that the content is the same (theoret-
ically, at least).

Most institutions have a mechanisn for accenting courses which were comp-
leted at a recosnized institution, and whose content is relevant, hut for
which there 1is no equivalent course at the receivina institution. At Indiana
University, the abbreviation "UMDI" is substituted for the course number,

This abbreviation stands for "undistributed" or "undesignated," and means that
the course is accentable but it does not compare with any which the University
offers. Thus a student who completed a course entitled "Sociology 1206 Social
Tnstitutions of Dritain" at the University of Fvansville program in England
would receive credit at Indiana Universtiy in "Soclology UNDI British Social
Institutions."

Credit accented as UMNDI automatically countg toward praduation. It may or
may not count toward the requirements for a major, or for specific general
distribution requirernents; the major department and the dean of the college,

9
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resnectively, have veto nover in this reeard, In nost cases, the courses are
ot
counted, 'Study abroad prorrams frequently cause problems in the area of course
description. This is particularly true of guest prograns (i.e., proprams which
are smonscred by regionally accredited collesrs and universities for their own
students but vhich are open to students from other institutions as well). Tor
exanple: a state university in the midwest sponsors a study abroad program in
France via an anency propgram which oncrates in France., The state universityv
adnitted to this nroeram 2 guest student fron anothar institution, also locat«d
in the midwest, Durinn~ the 1976 spring term, the guest student took five

courses which are described in the apency's catalog as follows:

French 102 Basic French Crammar & Conposition . 3 Credits
French 112 Travaux Pratiques 4 Credits
Lducation 302 Comparative Furonean LEducation 3 Credits
Fine Arts 304 Turopean Art, 10th Cen to Present 3 Credits
Psvehology 302 Child Psvchologny : 3 Credits

for a totﬁl of 16 credits for the 1l5-weel: program. This was a reasonable sched-
ule, and all of the courses are clearly titled. In most instances, this would

not be a problem case. Towever, because this (theoretically at least) was a

guest progran, not an afency progran, the student's record was reported by the
state university (the nrogram sronsor), not by the agency vhich taught the courses.

The courses vere renorted by the university as follows:

French TITR 1037 Flem French (Accel) 5 Credits
Foreilnn Languase TLST 3317 Spec Studies Lang I 3 Credits
Lducation 426:1P7 hsp in lducation 3 Credits
Art 4857P Studies in Art list 3 Credits
IDSP 401N Foreinn Studies Prog 3 Credits

The titles of these five courses do not describe the nature of the academic work

vhich wvas completed., According to the program sponsor's bulletin, '"Flem French

-0
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(Accel)" is a srecinl accelerated course for those who are not ready for inter-
nediate work. Accordine to the asencv's bulletin, '"Basic French'" (the course
wvhich tho student actuallv took) is the secend course In a two-seriester intro-
ductory sequence; no "acceleration" is involved. In addition, the apency (which
taught the coursc) granted 3 credits for it, whereas the program sponsor report-
ed 5.

Similarly, "Travaux Praticues" provides intensive oral-aural French practice
at the beginning level. Tt is a first-year course, according to the agency,
tut the sponsor reported it as a junior-level course. ‘''Comnarative Furopean
Fducation" is a repular lecture course, hut it was reported as a worlshop.
"Furopean Art, 16th Centurv to Present" bears little similarit§ to '"20th Century
Art." In'additioﬁ, the student received a grade of P on a pass/fail basis, bhut
the university reported a grade of B. And "Child Psychology" is a special psy-
cholory course for nrospective teachers and psychologists, a fact which is not
conveyed by the title "Foreisn Studies Prog,"

This tyre of academic reccord keepine is, in my view, totally unaccentahle.
Nevertheless, most cuest proprams indulge in it. Uhen such matters are called
to the attention of study alroad program staff, they are very rarely interested.

One solution to this nroblem, when a dual puest/agency progran is involved,
is for the admissinns officer or repistrar to ignore the guest program, and to
grant transfer of credit on the basis of the record provided by the apency.

This doesn't work vhen the receivine institution does not recognize the agency
as a creditworthy snonsor, as was true in the case described above,

Therce are a number of other problem areas concerning transfer of credit for
which study abroad programs are responsible, I caii:fhem the “veneer," the "shell
game," and the "pigeon drop."

1. The "veneer" - or "what constitutes svonsorship?"

For example: There 1is an arency headquartered in New England which offers

11
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a varirty of study abroad prorrams in a number of countries. A repionally
accredited private universitv on the west coast sponsors relatively few study
abroad progsrams, Hovevér, the private university will spronsor, and grant credit
for, any rrorran offered hy the Mew Fnrland agencv, provided that students send
to the university a copv of their hich school transcript or proof of acceptance
vo a four-ycar institution at the same time that thev send registration mater-
ials and roney to the anency. There does not appear to he any involvement on
the nart of the university in the desirn of the agencv's courses, the select-
lon of its faculty, the admission of its students, or any other facet of its
opcration.

Similarly, there is an agency headquartered in Ingland ("old" Enpland, in
this case) which onerates during the surmer in space rented from a prestigious
British dnstitution and vhich offers a varietv of courses "on the American
pattern" for underpraduate American students. All courses are speclally design-
ed for American students, taught bv faculty hired by the agency. A state univ-
crsity in the midwest 'sponsors" this program, and will grant credit to any
student who forwards the check for tujition to the university rather than to
the apencv. Txcept for transferring funds from the United States to Fngland,
and typing credits on its transcript form, the university appears to have no
involvement in the operation of this program.qIThese Iinds of sponsorship do
not seem to me to be defensible., Towever, I have not noted any outcry fron
those who are invelved in administering study abroad prosrams at institutions
which follow more traditional patterns of acadenic development and review.

The "shell game," or "under’whose umbrella does the nrogranm hide?"

For ezamnle: A western uﬁivcrsity sponsored a program in Furope during the
summier of 1975, It organized the courses, which are describéaﬂi; its catalog,
supervised the selection of the professors, and in seneral retained control of
all of the academic asnccts of the program, An agency, one headquartered in

12
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the inited States but which has a prosran of its owvn in Furope, adninistered
the business aspects of the prorran for the university, collecting fees,
arranging for housing, and hiring, supervising, and paving the nrofessors., The
acency did not smonsor the prorram, in an academic sense, and the conrses which
were offered were not described in any of the agency's publications. lowever,
the agency issued the transcript of grades because the university could not do
so, tecause the university had collected no tuition for the courses involved.
A home student was enrolled in this proprarm, and there would normally have
been no problem. llowever, she transferred to another university., Wow does that
institution handle her request for transfer of credit? By nalking a decision
on the basis of its policy toward the university, in vhose catalog the courses
are described, but from which no transgrint is forthcoming? Or by making a
decision on the hasis of its policy toward the agency, eon whose transcript
cr d \‘*’,SJ

form the courses,ﬂand grades are reported, even though the agency's publicat-
{ons make no mention of this propran because the agency did not "snonsor" it?
Which one really awarded the credits for which transfer has been requested?

Sinllarly, a midvestern university sponsors a summer profran in Lngland,
using, the facilities of a prestigious British institution., The university
desisns the courses, supervises the faculty, admits the students, collects the
tuition, and has a resident directox at the site. The Department for Ixternal
Studies of the Tritish institution teaches and tutors the courses, somewvhat
uncomfortably hecause of constraints imposed by the university's minimum contact
hours rule.

Three rather distinctive sections are offered in this program, and each
student chooses one seﬁtion. The scctions are:

Age of Shalesncare
Irneland From 1760 to 1840

Contemporary Lritain: 1920 to the Present
13
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Fach section consists of three courses: One each in Tnelish, 1listory, and
cither Music, or Art, or Architecture., Students vho register in this prorram
on a home basis receive 15 quarter credits when they return: 5 for each
course. The course titles which appear on the university's transcript are
"English 594 froun Studies," "listorv 694 Croun Stwlins," and ™fusic or Art

or Architecturc 624 Groun Studies," r nf the three considerably
different secctions was invelved, Sh it transfer to another instit-
ution at a later date, it is impossible for an admissions officer or repistrar
to deternine how to equate these courses to courses offered by the receiving
institution. (You may recognize this dilemma as one rore instance of imprecise
course descriptions, a problem vhich has alrecady been noted ahove,)

If a student enrolls in this nroqram on a guest basis, the university issues
no transcript. Instead, the DBritish institution's Department of External
Stucies issues a memorandum briefly surmarizing vhat the sponsoring university
would have done 1if this had been a home student, and reporting the name of
the section involved and the prade vwhich was earned. There are only two grades

possible: - "outstanding" and '"incomplete or unsatisfactory,"

The receiving
institution is faced with a choice of accepting zero credit from the sponsoring
unlversity (hbecause it awarded zero credit), or of granting transfer of credit
on the basis of a memorandum from a non-degree~granting division of a Dritish
institution whieh does not otheruvise function during the surmer.
The "pigeon drop,' or "guess who's holding the bap?"
A variety of organizations offer special study abroad tour pnrosrams for adults,
particularly for elementary and sccondary school teachers, Several U,.S. insti-
tutlons prant credit for these programs, frequently at the graduate level. In
many cases, this credit will not be accepted hv the grantins institution toward
its own degrees. In reality, the pranting institutions themselves generally
14
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repard such credits as continuing education units (CEU), rather than acadermic
credits. lowever, other acaderic institutions, and emplovers, vwho receive
transcripts reporting such credit, are unavare that a tour was involved and that
the granting institution won't accept the credit which it has granted., Such
chicanery would never he permitted if the worl: occurred in the United States;

I sce no reason why it is tolerated vhen study abroad is involved,

In summary, it can be said that study abre. nver ause frequent problems
for admissions officers and registrars vho have to ma' ' ransfer of credit decisions.,
Some of these problems result from the lacl of accreditation of program sponsors,

a situation for which there i1s no reliable solution available at the present time,
but concerning vhich some progress is beinp made. ‘lany of the problems, however,
result from inflated credit values, imnrecise and even incorrect course titles,
nominal (verhans I should say synthetic) snonsorship, transvestite transcripts,
and administrative double standards. Thgse vroblens are both irntolerable and

correctable, It 1s ny hope that those who are really convinced of the value of

undergraduate study abroad will soon undertake to resolve them,
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