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The Creditability of Nontraditional Education:
A Conceptual Framework for Recognition

From the outset, those &oncerned with making.nontraditional
study a viable educational alterrnative in American society have
beeﬁ concerned with, and have considered, th2? question of recogni~
tion. Within that context, discussions have centered around the
assessment of experiential learning, evaluation of nontraditional
learning experiences, process versus product evaluation, and ac-
creditation. The rhetoric has been of high quality and iﬁ has.tend—
ed to clarify and sort the issues and prob.lems.

Yet, the problems and many of the issues still remain and are
likely to for some tiite to come. Considerable research, debate,
academic soul searching, and developmental actiyities will be required
before the educational community reaches a workable consensus on mat-
ters related to the recognition of nontraditional learning. Encourag-
ing and promising developments are occurring, however. Moreover, it

appears that the problems and issues related to the recognition of




nontraditional learning will be addressed in a continuing and sys-
tematic marner and in settings which will involve knowledgeable and
respected educational leaders’and educational organizations of re-
put.:tion anc stature.

Thesc developments are occurring because it is widely recognized
that formal and accepted mechanisms for recognizing and validating
learning are critical componerts of any movement to expand nontradi-
ticnal educational opportﬁnities. Pragmatically stated, learning for
learning's sake is a noble and worthy educational endeavor which at-
tracts a good number of students. However, most individuals are moti-~
vateu to learn by more tangible rewards. In society cﬁrrently, these
rewards most often come as a result of holding an‘acceptable education-
al credential. It is therefore imperative that means be available to
credential nontraditional learning so all learners are treated as equi-
tably as possible in the system of social rewards for individual know-

ledge and competencies. Social justice, as Roger W. Heyns, President
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of the American Council on Education, recently observed, requires no

less.

Acceptable procedures for recognizing nontraditional learning are
also essential for other reasons: to separate the valid from the bogus
and to distingaish between programs of acceptable and inferior quality.
Quéckery and issuance of worthless or invalid rredentials have lgng been
bart of the eduéational scene. The expansion of nontraditional 1earning'¥

‘as a viable educational option unfortuilately will provide these entrepre-
neurs with more room to maneuver. The features which have been used to
| ) |
distinguish between the legitimate and the bogus are now blurred. There-
fore, third-party validation, involying systematic and sophisticated eval-
uation, bécomes even more important for consumexr p;otection and maintain-
ing the meaning and social worth of credentials.
In attempting to structure formal and accepted procedures for re-

cognizing rontraditional learning it is natural and reasonable to turn

to existing systems and agencies. They have the experience, the organi-

) .
; []{B:on, standing, and acceptancde of the academic community. Another reason

IToxt Provided by ERI
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is ;hat creating new agencies would be counterproductive. Establish-
ing new agencies would involve a number of likely problems, paramount
among them>t£e likelihood that the recognition £hey confer would not
car;y the same value and prestige as the already functioning groups.
Moreover, existing agencies are responding to the recommendations of
the Commission on Non~Tgaditional Study, which is substantial evidence
that they are adaptable, alive, and viable orqanizations.

Third-party vali&ation of institutional and programmatic educa-
tional quality and of a given set of attributes or learning of indivi-
duals (attitudes, competencies, knowledge; and skills) has long been
a socially useful concept. To emphasize the poiﬁt further, it is a
process which is required in an increasing number of competency areas
for the smooth functioning of the soc uvrder. Both third-party.vali~
dation approaches--testing or measurement pf individual learning and
assessing the integrity and competency of institutiohs or other educa-

tional sponsors--will be the mainstays for making nontraditional
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learning experiences creditable toward academic degrees and other

credentials,

Creditability mechanisms for nontraditional education must be
;
shaped by such factors as--learning modes, sponsorship, and super-
vision of the educational process. The required structures for vali-
dating nontfaditional learning are in the embryonic and slightly more
advanced stages. They appear to be developing or shou;d develop in
line with five»basic assumptions;:

1. Traditional education--its values, standards, policies,
practices, products, and reward system——wili be the touchstone for
nontraditional education. (They should not become strictures, and
influences should be felt in both directions, because practices in
nontraditional learning, can enrich and, in places such as evaluation

of student achievement, shore up traditional education.)

2. Nontraditional education will flourish and be socially useful

if it is provided an adequate interface with traditional education. The




interface -with the most efficacy is a sysfem which equitably re-
cognizes all learning, regardless of where and hoy it takes place.

53. The credit hour will rewain the basic unit of educational
currency in the foreseeable future. Other units or systems may come
into use, but their worth in the educational marketplace will be basged
on their.comparability with credit hours and degrees requiring a cer-~
tain number of credit hours or peiriods of study. Nontraditional edy-
cational experiences which can be measured in terms of credit hours
will enhance the filow of credit among varied educational programs and
institutions.

4. Degrees and other educational credentials will continue to
be awarded in the main by traditionél institutions. A limited number
of nontraditional institutions will become Operative, however. Ac-

"ceptance of credit to meet requirements for degrees will probably be-
 come more liberal to include increasing amounts of learning gained

“through nontraditional means.
, Q




5. Elemental fairness dictates that the educational community
not require higher standards or more stringent validation procedures
for nontraditional learning than it requires for traditional education.

" These assumptions, seeminqu valid at this stgge in the evolution»
of nohtraditional education, will be refined and.pérhaps totally re-
shaped withiexperience. At‘ﬁhis point in time, they appear to be é
 sufficient1y spund basis‘on which to proceed»to étrucﬁure a validation'
or recognition system for nontraditional 1¢arning.

 stﬁucturing sﬁch a sysﬁem als6 réquires’a‘¢atégo£iz§ti§n $f!hohg;i‘
,‘:’traditional‘iearning. .The American‘Counéil Qn‘EduCétion, fgr pufposes‘ .
of plaﬁning its activities, used three distin‘c‘t ca£é§§x~ies, w}uch 'ﬂ?p\_.i::

"  peaf to have cohsiqerabléfutility; They'are as‘foll¢ws: 

' 1. Nonformal learning experiences which result in the acowm-
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include experiential learning or learning which results from "“life
. experiences." Such learning is now measured through standardized
testing programs such as the Tests of General Educational DeQelopment
at the secondary school level and tests of the COllgge Level'Exami—k
nation Program at the postsecondary level, vVarious other assessment
instruments and pProcedures are used by institutions to measure intormal

learning.

2. Formal learning experiences which normally take place i a

——t——

cF

classroom or laboratory, have a specific p;eram of instruction and

o objectivés,'use treditional instruction or are closely supervised,

and culminate with an evaluation of student performance, Their non-

_ traditional character relates mainly to their sponsorship by agencies




el

tefméd nontraditional mainly becausc of the mode of instruction. They

!

have specific learning objectives, are supervised to a degree, and noxr-

rmally cuhminage with an evaluation of student achievement. Contract-

foridegree activities, independent study, field experience education,

‘ and mentof supervised study wouid be classified in this category. Non-

traditional institutions may offer primarily these types of learning

’rexperiences'and traditional institutions may offer aviimited number of
these oppdrtunities'to comblement or supélement théi; traditional of¥

‘;féfings.

I£ is.immediately 6bviou§ that one tYpe‘of nontxaditiénai_éauéaﬁionéf':J

~al structure ddes.not'pfecisely £it the three categories: the vaiidating;,“’

. or assessing external degree program, institutipn!~or’organizationg' This,f*i

~ function, as will be subsequently discussed, requires essentially the
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developments already underway to establish third-party validation
mechanisms and to provide some pertinent commentary.

- Nonformal Learning Experiences

N

Assessment of learning is the sine gua non of educational credit.
withogt assessment, the concept of educational credit loses its reason
~for being. without assessment, "life experiences" or experiential learn-
ing cannot be meaningfully articulated aﬁd integrated as.integrallcom~
ppnents of pfograms of study for degrees or other‘educational,éredehtiais."
And withut thg pbssibility of‘receiving credit forvinformél ahd éxpe;i,fk  f;
:;éntial ieafning, and’important component of‘nontraditional study,is lik§1? f7

. to be grossly underutilized. Valid and.economical assessment procedures

'*éhd instruments,'therefore;ﬁbécchewincreaSinglyw¢ritica1,jn0t‘on1y to“f  f

credentialing a learning society but also to the utilization of ne
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offered by ‘forma’l milit:;;y training schools be extendéd to fkormaly
'?}ﬁfaiﬁing éf buSinesé,:industry, énd other depa:tments~of federa;’
3§¢V§?ﬁ§?ﬁ¢°y 5¢3f in‘qbllabofétiqh Qiﬁh other~¢duca£i0hal agénéié§ “ 
én@;iééﬁ;ﬁﬂé&éﬁg.oyer th§ négﬁ géQefa1 mQﬁtHs; Wiil Qﬁa§$§ofv#o déf  f  ,
elop a national system for evaluating é‘ko‘uyrskes spon sored by noneduca—-

ﬁtibhalrinstitutiohs.g Within;the,lastkeight months;‘thé couﬁéii_ﬁa$  ;f i:

gisubstantially‘reVamped its policiesﬁandwprocedures‘for]tﬁé“evaiuaﬁiOn  3;f_j:
of militggy:éducatiohal,expérién¢eé;;,TheSe~haVé immédiate3§pp1;ég§ibﬁ}f*w

foiiéﬁhéf‘eduqéﬁiona1 §ponsQrs; jm1 i

- The proposed jurisdictional dividing line between the educational

valuationa donducted by ACE and its collsborating agencies and insél

tutions and those evaluations conducted by the reglonal and specialized

acerediting agencies is generally as follows: (1) the legally charte:



é?édurée

—by»course basis~~the current practice—~for the p\rpose of .

mendations,

students k}iﬁvél’kve’d‘ in formal ' stud‘y;,‘ sponsored , bynoneducatlon-~

di‘ihSti:‘;f,'




K héw étatémént ié béingidévéldpéd Additlonally, regional commis—-,_!»,-757’:’i

,rvlstitutlonal accréditation, i e.,;regional accredltatlon‘and“f

'fsférificéfBQCaﬁSGJprﬁhéir inabllity to conceptualize a‘process as:




"pxovides periodie external validation of institutional policies and

,dures and relies, as we all must. on

5 critical mass of profes«?ﬂ

éréaiﬁedfrdhgthékspectrum from those with only limited vocational of~,

fferings, to highly speczalized institutions,

to ultracomplex graduate,ﬁf
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;Ypart:OE nontraditional educationnéven though it may’be.tﬁe,most ttadief

ﬁibﬁai‘OE'aig;in gcrms”6f'age. 'ThéfténdgncylhAS{a1$b beeﬁ,tdzaééhmef L

in addition to that already available to make learning that occurs in

R




. These agencies and the schools they accredit would generally
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'wo_ourrontlyyferm nontraditional education, porhapé~what has‘happéned,

1is a mexe grﬁﬁpi"g‘°f'eaucatiqnél"PrudtiCe$nthat‘havo 1ong;been SQaEQSiﬁff

eredfamong the educational system. If that be true, the words*ﬁ"*

At e (b e
arlyapprOpriate |

QZ,We have found a strange fcotprint on the ahore3~?¥
-~ of the unknown. We have devisged profound theories,
~ one after anothier, to account for its Ln
At last we have succeeded in- reconstructing the
"T~§creature that made ‘the footprint. ~And lo ¢




social 4ré‘wér‘:dsj that“coxxieé' wiéh ’beihg‘ }of‘yficially "educaﬁed.
‘I‘hus ) mak;mg nontraditional educatlon ful ly creditable ' is a ,
£airmoss, open-mindedneas, and willingness to zessseas traditional

_ policies and practices, they show great promise of succeeding,




