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ample support for adult learners, including personalized academic advising and 
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Figure ES.1: Summary of Alternative Degree Programs of Interest 
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SECTION I: TRENDS IN ALTERNATIVE DEGREE 
STRUCTURES 

The following section explores recent trends in alternative or innovative degree structures 
and models, including programs structured for both traditional and non-traditional students. 
 

OVERVIEW OF ALTERNATIVE DEGREE STRUCTURES 

Through a review of the literature and an examination of exemplary institutions, Hanover 
identifies several major non-traditional degree formats, targeted toward both traditional and 
non-traditional students. For instance, for traditional, college-age students interested in 
completing their degree programs in a condensed format may consider accelerated degree 
programs such as: 

 4+1 Accelerated Master’s Programs – This type of accelerated degree program allows 
full-ƚŝŵĞ�ƵŶĚĞƌŐƌĂĚƵĂƚĞ� ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ� ƚŽ�ĞĂƌŶ�ďŽƚŚ�Ă�ďĂĐŚĞůŽƌ͛Ɛ�ĚĞŐƌĞĞ�ĂŶĚ�Ă�ŵĂƐƚĞƌ͛Ɛ�
degree in a condensed, five-year timeline. This is usually accomplished by schools 
allowing students to take a limited number of graduate-level courses in their senior 
year that may count toward both degrees. According to U.S. News and World Report, 
these types of accelerated degree programs have grown in popularity at institutions 
across the U.S. in the last decade.1 These programs typically admit students in their 
junior year; however, their increasing popularity has caused some institutions to 
admit students earlier, even during the regular undergraduate admissions process.2  

 3-Year Accelerated Bachelor’s Programs – Some institutions have begun to advertise 
and offer three-ǇĞĂƌ�ďĂĐŚĞůŽƌ͛Ɛ�ĚĞŐƌĞĞ�ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵƐ�ŝŶ�Ă variety of fields of study. While 
high-achieving students have the opportunity to complete their degrees early by 
transferring in credits earned during high school or completing coursework during the 
summer at many colleges and universities, this is not typically advertised as a distinct 
degree completion program.3 /ŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚĂǀĞ�ďĞŐƵŶ�ƚŽ�ŽĨĨĞƌ�Ă�ĨŽƌŵĂů�͞ƚŚƌĞĞ-
ǇĞĂƌ� ŽƉƚŝŽŶ͟� ƚǇƉŝĐĂůůǇ� ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝǌĞ� ĐŽƐƚ-savings and the opportunity to enter the 
workforce or pursue graduate education a year ahead of their peers as a major 
attraction for students.4  

                                                        
1 ,ŽůŵĞƐ͕��͘�͞^ƚĂƌƚ�WůĂŶŶŝŶŐ�ĨŽƌ�ϰнϭ�DĂƐƚĞƌ͛Ɛ�WƌŽŐƌĂŵ��ĚŵŝƐƐŝŽŶƐ�ŝŶ�,ŝŐŚ�^ĐŚŽŽů͘͟�U.S. News & World Report, August 

17, 2015. https://www.usnews.com/education/blogs/college-admissions-playbook/2015/08/17/start-planning-
for-4-1-masters-program-admissions-in-high-school 

2 ^ĞĞ͕�ĨŽƌ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕��ƌĞǆĞů�hŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ͛Ɛ�ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵƐ͗�͞�ĐĐĞůĞƌĂƚĞĚ��ĞŐƌĞĞ�WƌŽŐƌĂŵƐ͘͟��ƌĞǆĞů�hŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ͘�
http://drexel.edu/undergrad/academics/accelerated-degrees/ 

3 ϭ�,ĂƌƌŝƐ͕��͘�͘�͞�ŽůůĞŐĞ��ŽƐƚƐ�dŽŽ�DƵĐŚ͍�E͘z͘h͘�WĂǀĞƐ�tĂǇ�ƚŽ�'ƌĂĚƵĂƚĞ�&ĂƐƚĞƌ͘͟�New York Times, February 17, 2017. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/17/nyregion/nyu-accelerated-graduation.html?_r=1 

Ϯ��ƉƐƚĞŝŶ͕�:͘�͞�ǆƉƌĞƐƐ�>ĂŶĞ�ƚŽ�Ă��͘�͘͟�Inside Higher Ed, March 11, 2010. 
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2010/03/11/threeyears 

4 [1] Ibid. 
Ϯ�<ŽƌŶ͕�D͘�͞EĞǁ�KŶ��ĂŵƉƵƐ͗�dŚĞ�ϯ-zĞĂƌ��ĞŐƌĞĞ͘͟�The Wall Street Journal, November 5, 2014. 

http://opportunityamericaonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/NEW-ON-CAMPUS.pdf 
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In addition to these general programs, which may appear across multiple areas of study, some 
disciplines offer specialized degree program formats, including, for instance: 

 Accelerated Professional Degrees (ex, BA-JD or BA-MD) – Similar to 4+1 programs, 
ac 0 1re
W* nam
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 Competency-based Degree Completion Programs 
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degree.16 ,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕�ƚŚĞ�ƐĐŚŽŽů�ĂůƐŽ�ŶŽƚĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�͙͞�ŝƚ�ǁŽƵůĚ�ĂůƐŽ�ďĞ�ƉŽƐƐible for a three-year 
student coming in with some Advanced Placement credit to skip a summer, which would 
reduce three-ǇĞĂƌ�ĐŽƐƚƐ͘͟17 In sum, cost savings may vary widely by institution as well as by 
student 



http://www.fastcompany.com/3057941/the-future-of-work/how-the-masters-degree-became-the-new-bachelors-in-the-hiring-world
http://www.fastcompany.com/3057941/the-future-of-work/how-the-masters-degree-became-the-new-bachelors-in-the-hiring-world
http://www.wsj.com/articles/new-on-campus-the-3-year-degree-1415235268


http://www.snhu.edu/student-experience/campus-experience/campus-academics/three-year-bachelor-degrees
http://www.snhu.edu/student-experience/campus-experience/campus-academics/three-year-bachelor-degrees
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Course scheduling accommodations may include offering more summer or winter 
intercession courses. One policy at Southern New Hampshire University increases the number 
of credits per semester three-year students can take without incurring overload changes.27 
Other policies concern changing the way students can earn traditional course credits both 
within and outside of the institution. For instance, new policies to support student degree 
completion in a three-year ƉĞƌŝŽĚ�Ăƚ�EĞǁ�zŽƌŬ�hŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ�ƌĞǀŽůǀĞ�ĂƌŽƵŶĚ�ƐĞǀĞƌĂů�͞ ƐŚŝĨƚƐ͟�ĨƌŽŵ�
traditional degree formatting, including the following:28 

 Increasing the number of 2

http://catalog.snhu.edu/preview_program.php?catoid=12&poid=4699&returnto=1901
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ACCELERATED BACHELOR’S DEGREES AND FINANCIAL AID 

�Ɛ�ŶŽƚĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ�ƐƵďƐĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ͕�ĂĐĐĞůĞƌĂƚĞĚ�ďĂĐŚĞůŽƌ͛Ɛ�ĚĞŐƌĞĞƐ�ŽĨƚĞŶ�ƌĞůǇ�ŽŶ�ƐƵŵŵĞƌ�Žƌ�
winter intercession coursework to keep students on track to graduate on a shorter timeline. 
However, this schedule aligns poorly to the current design of federal aid, as well as many state 
aid systems. Hurley and Harnisch explain as follows: 

Pell-eligible students who take a full course load in the fall and spring semesters will 
have exhausted their annual Pell Grant aid allotment for the summer term. If students 
are charged on a per-
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Figure 1.3: Three-Year and Four-Year Bachelor’s Degree Costs at Purdue University with 
added Financial Aid Estimates, 2016 

ITEM 
RESIDENT NON-RESIDENT 
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closely to traditional credit hour (see Figure 1.4 below). While the two models may appear 
similar at first glance, the distinction between the two are particularly important in terms how 
the program qualifies for Title IV federal financial aid. 41  While course-based equivalency 
programs are typically awarded financial aid based upon built-in credit-hour equivalencies, 
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͙�ŚĂƐ�ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚĞĚ�Ă�ŽŶĞ-to-one equivalency between its competency units and credit 
hours, and a student is considered full-time if they are enrolled for at least 12 
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In contrast, New York University recently announced its intention to provide a clearer path to 
a three-year degree in response to approximately 20 percent of its student body who already 
ŐƌĂĚƵĂƚĞ� ŝŶ� ůĞƐƐ� ƚŚĂŶ� ĨŽƵƌ� ǇĞĂƌƐ͕� ƚǇƉŝĐĂůůǇ� ĚƵĞ� ƚŽ� ƚŚĞ� ƐĐŚŽŽů͛Ɛ� ŚŝŐŚ� ĐŽƐƚ͘ 54  Wesleyan 
UniversityͶwhich launched its formal three-year track in 2012Ͷreported in 2017 that 
approximately 20 students per year take advantage of the accelerated option. 55  While 
numbers may be somewhat low, the option appears to be attractive to at least some well-
prepared, cost-savvy undergraduate students.  
 

TRANSFER POLICIES AND CREDIT OPTIONS 

T
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http://www.kiplinger.com/article/college/T014-C000-S002-how-we-rank-the-best-college-values-2017.html
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SECTION II: BENCHMARKING INNOVATIVE 
PROGRAMS  

The following section examines practical examples of accelerated or other non-traditional 
degree programs. First, the section highlights examples of a three-ǇĞĂƌ� ďĂĐŚĞůŽƌ͛Ɛ� ĚĞŐƌĞĞ�
program offered by institutions of higher education 
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Figure 2.1: Accelerated 3-Year Bachelor’s Degree Programs 
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http://www.grace.edu/reimagine/5_key_areas.php#Accelerated_Degree_Options
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https://www.cla.purdue.edu/communication/undergraduate/three%20year%20major.html
http://catalog.snhu.edu/preview_program.php?catoid=12&poid=4699&returnto=1901
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Wesleyan 
College**75 

 
Middletown, 

CT 

▪ All degree programs (based on student 
credits) 

Students complete 
32.0 course credits 

over 3 years by taking 
traditional course 
loads during the 
academic year in 

addition to summer 
or winter intercession 

classes. 
 

Students may also use 
high school (AP or IB 

credits) and/or in-
semester course 

overloads to meet 
credit requirements. 

Yes No No No 

▪ Summer tuition is 
charged separately from 
full-time academic year 
($3,200 per course credit 
in 2017) 

ΎEŽƚĞ͗�&Žƌ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƵƌƉŽƐĞƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƌĞǀŝĞǁ͕�͞ĐŽƵƌƐĞ�ŽǀĞƌůŽĂĚƐ͟�ĂƌĞ�ĚĞĨŝŶĞĚ�ĂƐ�ŵŽƌĞ�ƚŚĂŶ�ϭϴ�ĐƌĞĚŝƚƐ�ƉĞƌ�ƐĞŵĞƐƚĞƌ͖�ĂĐƚƵĂů�ŽǀĞƌůŽĂĚ�policies vary by institution. 
**EŽƚĞ͗�tĞƐůĞǇĂŶ��ŽůůĞŐĞ�ƐĐŚĞĚƵůĞƐ�ŝƚƐ�ĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ�ďĂƐĞĚ�ŽŶ�ĂŶ�ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞ�ƐǇƐƚĞŵ͕�ŝŶ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ďĂĐŚĞůŽƌ͛Ɛ�ĚĞŐƌĞĞƐ�ĂƌĞ�ϯϮ͘Ϭ�ĐŽƵƌƐĞ�ĐƌĞĚits, and courses typically count for 1.0 course credits each.  
Source: Institutional Websites 

 

                                                        
75 ϭ�͞dŚƌĞĞ-zĞĂƌ�KƉƚŝŽŶ͘͟�tĞƐůĞǇĂŶ��ŽůůĞŐĞ͘�http://www.wesleyan.edu/academics/other_acad_programs/3year.html 

Ϯ�͞�ĐĂĚĞŵŝĐ�ZĞŐƵůĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ʹ �ĐĐĞůĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ͘͟�tĞƐůĞǇĂŶ��ŽůůĞŐĞ͘�https://catalog.wesleyan.edu/academic-regulations/acceleration/ 
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Figure 2.2: Expected Timeline for Student Application to 4+1 Programs 
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In addition to standard 4+1 programs, several of the institutions examined offer other 
combined undergraduate-graduate degree programs. For instance, Chapman University 
ŽĨĨĞƌƐ�ďŽƚŚ�ϰнϭ�ĂŶĚ�ϯнϮ�ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵƐ͖�ϯнϮ�ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵƐ�ĂůƐŽ�ŐƌĂŶƚ�Ă�ďĂĐŚĞůŽƌ͛Ɛ�ĂŶĚ�ŵĂƐƚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĚĞŐƌĞĞ�
in a five-year timeline, but allow students to start graduate coursework earlier than on a 4+1 
timeline. Purdue University offers several types of combined degree programs, through which 
the number of credits that can be applied to both degrees varies by the number of credits 
ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞĚ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĂƐƚĞƌ͛Ɛ�degree (see Figure 2.4).  
 

Figure 2.4: Number of Credits Counted Toward Both Degrees for Combined Degree 
Programs, Purdue University  





http://www.hanoverresearch.com/evaluation/index.php
http://www.hanoverresearch.com/evaluation/index.php

