An Instructor’s Guide to Independent Study


About Independent Study

Independent Study fills an indispensable niche in the effort to provide quality opportunities for intellectual growth to individuals who do not otherwise have access to institutions of higher education.  Unhampered by geography, by individual schedules, by weather, or by limiting class-size requirements, courses offered through Independent Study increase our flexibility in meeting the needs of people we would have trouble reaching with other instructional delivery systems.

The first priority in our Independent Study program is academic excellence.  When students register for a course through Independent Study they should expect the same content and equivalent opportunity for learning as in a face-to-face, classroom experience.  When students complete an Independent Study course, the grade for that course is entered on a University of Northern Colorado transcript like other university courses.  In order to assure this excellence, Independent Study work involves a commitment by instructors and students to academic quality.

Contrary to the perceptions of some persons, Independent Study courses are not freewheeling experiences in which sitting in class for a semester is replaced by an opportunity to complete a course in marathon fashion.  Instead, Independent Study is a highly structured system in which a dialogue is established between instructor and student, in which student motivation counts for even more, and in which a serious approach to the learning process counts for all, perhaps even more than on-campus work demands.

How Independent Study Works
The specific structure of Independent Study provides a framework that allows instructors and students who usually never see each other to engage in meaningful and productive dialogue that contributes to guided but open intellectual growth. Upon enrollment in a print-based Independent Study, students purchase a course syllabus that is somewhat unlike the syllabus used in conventional courses on campus. Typically, the syllabus is expanded to contain the material that students would have been exposed to in lectures and class discussions, and it often contains additional reading material (short articles and other items) that would ordinarily have been left on reserve in the library (reserve lending is still an option, however, when appropriate).  Ideally, the content of the syllabus, along with the assigned reading, viewing, and/or listening materials, constitutes a complete and self-contained learning package.  In that way, students located in any given community will not have a significant disadvantage compared to students located elsewhere. In the case of online Independent Study, the course syllabus and expanded learning guide and materials are accessible online.
The Syllabus
Included in the syllabus is a series of lessons.  A three-hour course commonly includes twelve to fourteen lessons.  (There are exceptions to this: please note the section below on syllabus preparation.)  Students complete the assignments for each lesson and submit them to the Independent Study office, at which point we log them and forward them to you.  Once you have graded the assignments and added your comments for the student, you return them to us (we provide postage-paid envelopes if you do not have a UNC campus mailbox), we log their receipt and return them to the student.  (Obviously, this handling procedure would be unnecessary with most online courses.) We encourage students to submit one lesson at a time, with a maximum of one each week, so that they can study your comments and profit from them before moving on.  You may, however, grant students permission to send in as many as three in a week.  We ask that you consider these requests carefully so that the lessons do actually provide the progressive growth allowed for in the process.  If multiple lessons can be completed at once, without additional guidance and response from you, it may be a sign that there are too many lessons and that the course should be restructured.  Alternatively, you may decide that the student needs the comments on one lesson before completing the next lesson.  There are sound reasons for that, given the nature of student-instructor interaction in this format; we simply need to be careful to spell out requirements so that it does not come as a surprise to the student.

Time Allowances
Students may enroll at any time during or between semesters, and they have twelve months from the enrollment date to complete the course.  If, at the end of that period, they have not finished, they may extend for two six-month periods.  A maximum of two years is allowed to complete the course. The course appears on the student’s transcript in the semester in which the student registered for the course. A mark of NR (no report) is recorded until the course is completed or the student is withdrawn.

Exams and Proctors
Once students have reached a specific point in their syllabus (say, after lesson 4 or 5 if that is the end of a unit), they can take the exam over the unit just completed.  Various types of exams are used.  Some instructors use self-administered (“take-home”) exams.  Some use supervised (proctored) exams very much like those that are used on campus.  If the exam must be proctored, we require that the student identify an acceptable proctor in his or her community.  Ordinarily this is a college testing center supervisor or a public school administrator or counselor.  We mail the exam materials to the proctor.  Once the student takes the exam in that controlled situation, the proctor signs to that effect and returns all the exam materials to us.  We then follow the same pattern of logging as with lessons, except the exam is not returned to the student.  To do otherwise would compromise the security that we strive to maintain.  Instead, a blue exam cover sheet is used, on which we provide space for your comments to the student.  Obviously, these comments are critical if a student is to understand where his/her strengths and weaknesses were in the exam performance.

When you return the last (final) exam (or final assignment) for the course to us, you will include the final course grade, designated in the appropriate place.  As with the previous exam cover sheets, we file the original and send a copy to the student along with an unofficial notice of completion from our office.  A special grade report is also sent to Registration and Records where the final grade is entered on the University transcript for the individual student. In the case of online courses, we may never see or handle an exam, and so you as the instructor will need to contact us to let us know what grade the student earned for the course.
The Critical Role of the

Independent Study Instructor
Much is required of the student who successfully completes an Independent Study course.  Students must pace their work so that they can benefit from instructor comments, but they shouldn’t spread it over too long a time.  The student must be able and willing to plan ahead, to adhere to a self-created, regular schedule of completing assignments, and be willing to take to heart the instructor’s comments.  Our structure includes these elements because they suit the nature of Independent Study and encourage the student to make the most of this learning opportunity.

While much is required of the student, an equal amount is required of the instructor.  Students are dependent upon a quick turn-around in lesson grading and return, so we must have a prompt response from our instructors.  If students are dependent upon comments to direct their attention to their strengths and weaknesses, we must have helpful feedback from the instructors.  If students have questions for their instructors, they need to be able to count upon a response to those questions as much as if they were sitting in your classroom.  While students often send a note with their lessons asking for help on a matter, they occasionally want to call and talk with their instructor—an understandable wish.  It is a big help to us and to the students, and makes life a little more predictable for you, if you provide us the equivalent of an office hour (perhaps the same as that on-campus, depending upon how you use that time) when students could be told to call you.  On the other hand, most of our faculty and students use computers and the Internet to communicate by e-mail.  This creates a great advantage for those students who need to communicate with their instructors (and vice versa).  An Independent Study course involves a commitment to work with students that goes well beyond merely figuring grades for their assignments.

Employment
Once an academic department at UNC has approved an instructor, the next step is simply to go through the necessary ritual of employment.  This is a simple, but essential process, even if you are already an employee of the University.  We need to verify I-9 status and gather some basic information so that we can complete the necessary papers to add you to our payroll.  Please check early with the Independent Study assistant or coordinator to complete this process.

Commitment to Learning,

Commitment to Students
We have been fortunate in having an Independent Study faculty that is committed to this independent learning process.  Independent Study students expect and deserve the same attention that students in your on-campus classes expect and deserve.  Again, without an equal commitment from students and faculty, the system just doesn’t work. The sure signal of diminished interest or a lack of commitment is a lesson or exam that goes ungraded for more than a few days; this can happen to anybody on occasion, but a pattern of delayed responses is a red flag for everyone concerned.  Frustrations for the student and for you can build to a breaking point, so before that happens we will talk with the instructor and the academic department chair to remedy the situation and, if necessary, identify another instructor for the course.  With a sustained commitment to academic integrity and sensitivity to student learning needs, however, this should not be necessary.

Taking Time Out

We recognize that our instructors have lives away from the institution, too.  People become ill, they go on vacation, they travel for professional development, and they have family and personal commitments.  When you foresee a block of time coming up that will interfere with your teaching, let us know.  We will be happy to work with you.  But please notify our office before you leave rather than afterwards.  If it is a matter of being away for a week or so, we will try to determine if you have a student with a deadline that needs attention that week and how his/her lessons should be treated.  If you are going to be indisposed for a couple of weeks or more we will ask you to identify a colleague who, with the approval of your department chair, would be able to assume the responsibility for your course until you can pick it up again.

A Matter of Academic Integrity
Independent Study has often been plagued by an image of less-than-exemplary academic quality.  In part, this is due to an unfair association with those enterprises that offer coursework through correspondence or home study with the sole objective of profit—the notorious diploma mills.  To those institutions, academic requirements represent only obstacles to greater revenues.  This distorted image is also a product of the demand by some individuals for academic credit or certification in programs that lack rigor, or that do not compare to conventional academic programs, because they too see a financial reward for completion of coursework rather than a learning process as the central goal.  We believe that the diploma mills and the population that seeks academic credentials without academic effort find each other.

Among our potential students there is a subtle mix of motivations for enrolling in Independent Study. Not understanding or accepting the intellectual or experiential prerequisites for certain courses, some students may fail to accept their own responsibility in the process and seek a shortcut in Independent Study that would not occur to them in a conventional format.  These students may express disappointment or disenchantment when they enroll in a rigorous course, expecting something less.  Rest assured, however, that we endeavor to generate expectations that they will work hard and grow intellectually.

It sometimes happens that despite every effort to inform them of the academic and procedural requirements for a course, certain students will seek to bring pressure to bear for a desired grade or for a relaxation of the standards that other students routinely follow.  This will become manifest with students wanting to complete a course early, wanting to resubmit work that was not taken seriously the first time, wanting to finish a course in a hurry because they did not prepare in advance, and other such cases.  We assure you that, should this happen, this office will not ask you to compromise your academic standards or the procedural requirements that are expected of other students in the program. You will have the latitude, should you wish, to grant exceptions if and when you truly believe that such exceptions are justified.

Independent Study 

Course Development
The development of courses that can be offered through Independent Study requires attention to the curriculum needs of groups of prospective students and to academic excellence. We encourage faculty to develop these courses with the idea that they will fill degree or professional development needs for identified populations or complement general education core courses offered by UNC and other Colorado institutions that participate in the Colorado Consortium for Independent Study.

In our effort to provide quality educational opportunities to students who do not have the opportunity for classroom-based learning situations, we have a commitment to assure that students will have the same intellectual challenge and satisfactions as their counterparts who take the same courses in more conventional ways.  There are two ingredients common to the classroom that are especially problematic in Independent Study formats.  One is contact with the instructor and the other is contact with other students.  There is no way that we can devise a substitute for classroom contact with other students.  In fact, because of this absence of student interaction, the burden of the contact between the student and the instructor and between the student and other learning resources becomes greater.  The feedback from the instructor on lessons and exams submitted becomes one of the most crucial factors of learning in Independent Study.  As you construct your lessons and exams, please provide opportunities and encouragement where students can engage in a sustained dialogue with you regarding the subject matter of the course. In addition, you may chose to direct the student toward other persons, agencies and organizations for additional stimulation, interaction and feedback relevant to the content and objectives of the course.

There is another aspect basic to course design that deserves close attention.  As we strive to make Independent Study courses genuine learning and growth experiences for our students, we must be careful to set our sights as high for these independent learners as we do for students sitting in our classrooms.  The Office of Extended Studies places a priority on the process of the growth of the mind and the independent, critical thinking skills of our students.  This approach cannot be reduced to a simple formula, but common techniques include:  the use of diverse readings in which students evaluate different perspectives on critical issues in the subject area; assignments that encourage students to develop the intellectual skills that enable them to operate from an independent perspective as knowledgeable practitioners in the field instead of remaining dependent on a single perspective or authority; lessons and exams that require students to establish relationships between different phenomena; and the opportunity, in whatever form, to defend an informed judgment.  Accordingly, the courses need to include a diversity of information sources and interpretations, the instructor’s own interpretation and understanding of the material, and a continuing dialogue with the student around the critical issues in the field.  There is ample opportunity for freedom and creativity in developing courses that will encourage intellectual growth.  We would discourage course design that merely walks students through a textbook using the syllabus as a study guide.

The first and last steps of the course development process involve the academic department.  That department must approve any individual who proposes to offer a course within that discipline.  Criteria are the same as for someone who would propose to teach that course in that department on campus.  The academic department, in other words, would not use an instructor in Independent Study who would not be hired to teach the same course in its regular on-campus schedule should the need arise.  In addition, the department and other university-specified reviewers must approve the Independent Study-formatted course before we can open it for registration.

As you proceed with the development of your course, we urge you to work from the Guide to the Content of the Independent Study Course Syllabus/Guide that follows (based upon the Academic Affairs checklist for curriculum review) and hold these thoughts in mind:

· Strive for clarity in communicating course content, stating course requirements, and in giving assignment directions.

· Consider how you can best expose students to information, questions, insights, and alternate interpretations that the classroom and campus experience usually provide.  Are additional readings appropriate?  Should regular portions of lessons in the syllabus explicitly call upon students to reflect on material in a different way?  Clearly, something more than a textbook needs to be provided.

· Establish an opportunity—even an expectation—for a continuing intellectual dialogue on the subject matter.  How can you best extract from students their own individual understanding in an intellectually accountable way?  Would this dialogue be best promoted through questions and factual or reflective answers? through informal exchange of e-mail? through unorthodox projects or products?

· Design the course so that major revision should not be necessary for about three years.  Is everything in the course current?  Will the reading materials likely be in print for that long? Is there flexibility to work new material into the course?

· Remember that students must be able to secure the materials with reasonable, efficient effort. Courses that use a variety of audio/visual materials sometimes create an additional logistical hurdle for students that may or may not be justified.  If they are essential and provide information that could not otherwise be communicated adequately, that’s one thing.  If the material is a short cut to avoid the demands of preparing more effective learning aids, the students are not well served.  If the material is created using a technology format for its own sake (i.e., to be “glitzy”), then that should be given a second thought as well.  Again, the primary consideration is how efficiently we can help the student to achieve the academic objectives of the course.

· Take time to view the presentation from the perspective of the students who will work with the material that you have provided them (and directed them to); this is often their major contact with you for guidance and instruction.

· Bear in mind that, before we offer a course, we must secure academic approval from the department and college on campus that have responsibility for that course.

Different course content and different course objectives dictate different course structures.  Sometimes it will be appropriate to have fewer lessons or papers, carrying a greater weight, rather than a series of a dozen or so lessons in a course.  There are advantages and disadvantages either way; again it depends upon the course you teach.  When the course should be structured in a way that reduces the total number of assignments (or exams) submitted, those assignments are presumably much more involved and require a sustained effort that is greater than that required for an individual lesson.

As you develop the course you may want to provide alternate views of a subject, including in your syllabus itself copies of work from professional literature.  If you do so, please adhere to the regulations governing copyright restrictions.  If you use portions of the work of others, provide correct, specific citations that allow the UNC Bookstore to seek permissions for the work to be copied.  

Some instructors place more weight on the exams in an Independent Study course than on the lessons, simply because an exam proctor assures that the student registered is actually the one completing the work. The decision is yours, however, as there may be other, more authentic means by which you will evaluate a student’s performance.

When you have completed the course syllabus and assembled or created any other necessary materials, be sure to proofread the entire work.  You are the expert in your field, and we count on you to know best what you mean to say.  This is a product of your effort and pride as much as a scholarly article or book that you would create from your own research.  Simply running it through a spell-check program is not enough. It is your responsibility, as the author, to make sure that each word and formatting choice is the way you want it.  Remember, you and your Independent Study students will probably be living with it for the next three years. 

When the course syllabus and accompanying materials are completed to your satisfaction, you will provide us an electronic copy of the syllabus as a Word document, delivered as either an e-mail attachment or on disk, accompanied by a paper copy. (Exception: if your course is offered online, you are responsible only for seeing that the online course is properly completed. A paper copy is unnecessary.)

Finally, we try to have new courses completed and approved prior to March so that we can list them with confidence in the Colorado Consortium for Independent Study catalog that is printed every year in June for a July distribution.  While we do not list courses that are only in the “concept” stage, we may at our discretion list courses that are nearly ready to accept enrollments, with the caveat “In development: call for availability.” While we can add courses at any time to the listings on the websites of the Office of Extended Studies and the Colorado Consortium for Independent Study, it helps to be able to list them in the catalog so that the thousands of catalog recipients are immediately aware of course availability.

Guide to Contents of the Independent Study Course Syllabus/Guide

These items are considered basic to any Independent Study course syllabus, as they are the same items appearing in a course syllabus going through curriculum review.  Besides contact information and a brief biographical sketch of yourself, you will include:

· Prefix, Number, Section

· Title

· Credits

· Course Description, including prerequisites

· Required Text and Materials

· Course Goals and Objectives

· Course Content (Outline)

· Course Requirements

· Evaluation and Grading

· Bibliography

· Library Resources and Services*

· Standards for Written Work 

· Procedures 

· Student Satisfaction Evaluation*

· Disability Accommodation*

· Academic Conduct*

*Standard statements are provided by the Independent Study coordinator.

In addition, a guide expands upon the contents of the syllabus and gives further definition to the instructor’s expectations, specific instructions for completion of each lesson or unit of the course, provides supplemental materials, etc. The guide should be designed to not only instruct the student concerning procedures, but also to encourage and stimulate student response and performance in relation to the objectives of the course. In a sense, the guide represents you to the student. A printed guide has its limitations, however, so you will serve yourself and the student best by incorporating additional media into the delivery of the course as appropriate.

Exam Revisions
We encourage instructors to revise their exams once a year.  This contributes to the security of the exam process and also allows opportunity for you to change the content according to patterns you perceive in exam responses.  If at any time you feel that somehow students have networked to create a file of exam questions that would give an advantage to some over others, please create a new set of exams.

Student Satisfaction (Course Services Evaluation)
We undertake a continuous process of evaluation of our courses.  With each syllabus we include a form for the student to use at the end of the course.  It is a fairly open-ended instrument that gives students an opportunity to comment on the services, logistics and administration of the Independent Study course and program.  Hopefully this will provide all of us with information that is useful in the evaluation and revision of policies and procedures pertaining to Independent Study.  We try to keep this evaluation as “blind” as possible.  We type student comments from each evaluation onto a separate document so as to conceal the identity of the writer, summarize numerical ratings, save them until the end of the semester in which they are submitted, and then review and file the report for future reference.

Course Revision and Reapproval
The Colorado Commission on Higher Education requires each Independent Study course to be reapproved for Independent Study delivery every three years. At UNC, reapproval is initiated by the coordinator of Independent Study; signatures are obtained from the instructor, head of the school and dean of the college responsible for the course. Reapproval might or might not coincide with revision of the course syllabus.

Revision of the course syllabus is necessary when the university curriculum changes or the instructor or academic department stipulates that course content must be updated. Other circumstances that might necessitate revision include the textbook going out of print or the instructor’s wish to modify the presentation of the course, specific requirements, etc. The revised course can be reviewed for reapproval if required by the academic department at that time, but if not, it can wait until the next three-year review occurs.

Academic Conduct

The same concern that we have for students doing their work with honor and integrity on campus holds for those in an off-campus, Independent Study environment.  The temptation to cheat may be diminished by the absence of other students nearby; or, it may be increased with the lack of continual monitoring by the instructor.  It is as serious an offense when it does happen, though, as it is on campus.  If you suspect cheating, please contact the Independent Study coordinator.  We need to be careful to observe our students’ rights, but we must also protect the credibility of the work that all our students submit and the grades and credits they earn. Through a standard statement in the Independent Study course syllabus, students are informed of our expectations for their academic conduct through direct references to pertinent sections of the current student handbook (either graduate or undergraduate).

Instructor Pay

We observe three pay periods per year, roughly corresponding to the academic terms. Our instructors are paid at those times for the enrollments in their courses that occurred during the term, excluding enrollments in which the student withdrew with refund. (We allow withdrawal with refund in those cases where the student has submitted no work for grading and is still within 40 days of his/her enrollment in the course.) Instructors are paid $60 per student credit hour generated by enrollments; e.g., you would receive $180 for each enrollment in your three semester-hour course.

Transferring Responsibility to Another Instructor

Short-term Temporary Absence: When you know in advance that you will be temporarily out of touch with your students for a period of one to three weeks, please notify the Independent Study assistant so that your students can be informed and will know to expect a delay in the return of assignments they might submit during your absence.

Extended-term Temporary Absence:  When you know in advance that you will be temporarily out of touch with your students for a period longer than three weeks, but for less than a semester, please notify the Independent Study coordinator so that together we can identify an instructor to read and grade assignments and exams in your absence. We can arrange for him or her to be paid a modest fee for grading lessons of students who have already registered or who register in your absence.
Long-term Temporary Absence or Ending Your Independent Study Teaching Commitment:  When you know in advance that you will be away for an entire semester or longer, or when you are ready to end your affiliation with us as an Independent Study instructor (for one or more courses), please notify the Independent Study coordinator so that together, and in concert with your academic department head, we can identify an instructor to assume responsibility for your course. 

Unless extenuating circumstances make it impossible or exceptionally difficult for you to complete your instructional responsibilities to your current students, you will continue to grade assignments and exams and assign final grades for those students who registered while you were still active as an instructor for the course. We will suspend further registration for your course until the new instructor is confirmed.
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