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Learner in Mind
In this day of multiple delivery methods, the use of time alone to document achievement of a degree has long passed. 
Many organizations have implemented innovative programs that, by focusing more on learning outcomes and 
competencies than seat time, have changed the way undergraduate and graduate degrees are earned. Accelerated and 
intensive delivery formats are just one more step in the progress toward using learning outcomes in a wide variety of 
ways to meet student needs. However, accelerated programs must operate at a high level of quality.

What is Accelerated Learning?
Accelerated programs are defined as programs structured for students to “take less time than conventional (often 
referred to as “traditional”) programs to attain university credits, certificates or degrees (Wlodkowski, 2003). They 
typically have less instructor-student contact (as compared to the traditional Carnegie unit); quality and effectiveness are 
instead measured by students’ achievement of course learning objectives. While research shows that contact with the 
instructor is important for the learning experience, it is not the only element that defines a quality program delivery.

Accelerated format for courses begins with the course objectives and the knowledge of adult learners. We know that 
adult learners bring a wealth of information to the learning environment. Adult learners are often highly motivated 
and dedicated to completing a degree. Courses of 3 credit hours can be structured in a five-, six-, seven-, or eight-week 
format. Not all courses are suited to accelerated format. Faculty are a key piece to the development of curricula. 

Why Accelerated Learning?
Many institutions are searching for ways to attract and retain adult learners. One strategy is to offer flexible, accelerated 
formats to put your institution top-of-mind for adult students who might be struggling to find ways to fit learning into 
their busy lives. Converting courses to eight-week formats is just one aspect of the accelerated course — in addition, 
course design needs to consider how best to engage with the adult learner.
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Accelerated Degree Programs with the Adult Learner in Mind
Checklist of Program Components

✔ Courses are scheduled and offered at more 
convenient times and employ user-friendly 
formats to allow students to progress quickly, 
and without interruption, to a degree or other 
postsecondary credential. Within this intensive 
time frame, students should focus on one course 
at a time. Once a course ends, another course 
can begin the next week.

✔ Courses are in an accelerated format. Courses 
generally meet once a week for three to four 
hours, and they can be offered face to face, 
online, or in blended formats. Experienced 
leaders of accelerated programs recommend that 
undergraduate courses have no fewer than 20 
hours of contact with the instructor. A common 
model is for class sessions to meet four hours 
once a week for five or more weeks. 

✔ Curricula are designed around program 
learning outcomes. Curriculum design starts 
with program learning outcomes; all courses 
are built so that course-level objectives/learning 
outcomes align with one of the program learning 
outcomes.

✔ The learning outcomes are the same for 
a course or a program as compared to 
traditionally paced courses. If the degree is 
the same – for example, a Bachelor of Business 
Administration in a traditional format versus in 
an accelerated format– the learning outcomes 
should be the same. For degree programs 
that have common learning outcomes (e.g., 
critical thinking), programs should try to use 
similar assessment approaches to facilitate 
the comparison of learning outcomes across 
programs. 

✔ The institution’s credit hours definition must 
be met by the courses in accelerated formats. 
Alternative out-of-class equivalencies can be used 
to demonstrate meeting the institution’s credit 
hour definition. See the CAEL Job Aid that provides 
an Instructional Equivalencies Matrix. 

✔ Services must be available when the adult 
student is available. Student services, academic 
advising, financial aid assistance, and technology 
assistance must be available to the student 
electronically or during hours when the student is 
not working. This is, of course, true for any course 
or program offered to working adult learners. 

✔ Overall program adheres to quality standards. 
Accelerated programs should document how 
they are meeting the Accelerated Programs 
Quality Standards created from research and 
documentation of best practices of more than 
50 accelerated programs across the U.S. These 
standards are drawn from our experience with 
regional accrediting bodies and have been used 
by many institutions as an analytical tool and 
documentation for regional accrediting bodies. 

✔ Curricula include in-class activities as well as 
out-of-class activities, focusing on application as 
well as theory. Courses have three components: 
in-class activities, out-of-class activities, and 
homework.
 • In-class activities are instructor-led or -facilitated 

learning events.
 • Out-of-class activities are instructor monitored/

evaluated learning events that equal the types 
of events an instructor may conduct in a physical 
classroom.

 • Homework does not count toward contact time. 
It includes reading material, written assignments, 
and other types of learning assessments.
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Accelerated Degree Programs with the Adult Learner in Mind

Guidelines for Instructor Load

 • For instructor load, institutions should count an accelerated course in the same way as a 
traditional course. Learning outcomes are the same; only the time frame is shorter. A 3-credit-hour 
course that meets over 14 to 16 weeks is equal to a 3-credit-hour course in an accelerated time frame for 
faculty load. 

 • Faculty should not teach more than one accelerated course at a time. Many faculty have noted that 
teaching an accelerated course is more difficult and time consuming because more must be put in writing 
or in podcast/video messaging. In addition, instructors need to provide feedback much more quickly than 
in a traditionally-paced course. Assignments must be graded and returned to the students within at least 
a week’s time frame. 

Examples of Out-of-Class Activities

 • Online discussion board that is instructor-mediated with expectations for participation

 • Case studies and problem-solving scenarios that students complete outside of class and bring the results 
back to the class session

 • Creation of information on a wiki page for all students in the course to review and comment on

 • Lecture materials—written, audio with transcript, video with transcript

 • Field trips

 • Reflective analysis of reading materials and discussion within small groups on specific topics

 • Small-group research projects where students analyze, synthesize and prepare a final project tied to the 
course objectives. 
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Accelerated Degree Programs with the Adult Learner in Mind

Possible Pitfalls

 • Don’t cut things too short. For undergraduate courses, there should be a minimum of five weeks 
per session. According to the Model for Good Practice, was developed by the Council for Accelerated 
Programs (CAP), five weeks is the shortest amount of time that is effective for students to learn the material, 
accomplish the goals, and meet the learning outcomes. The minimum for graduate level courses should be six weeks.

 • Not all course-level competencies can be developed in an intensive format. Specific courses (i.e., math and some 
hard science courses) should be allotted extra time. For example, though a statistics course meets for only five weeks, 
additional time is likely needed each week for outside class activities like problem solving. Courses needing more 
contact with the instructor may meet for 28 hours of instructional time and increase the outside class activity time to 
24 hours. This type of course actually exceeds the Carnegie unit of total time, reaching to 52 hours for a 3-semester 
credit course.

 • The perils of a missed class: instructor version. Unlike traditional semester courses, if an instructor is ill or is 
unavailable, or if there is inclement weather and class sessions are canceled, the accelerated program needs to make 
up that class session at another time so that students will meet the in-class time requirement.

 • The perils of a missed class: student version. If a student is absent more than twice in a course, that student cannot 
receive credit for the course and must repeat it. A student-centric solution would be to offer ways for the student to 
participate in classes asynchronously to make up for when attendance is not possible.

Tips for Admissions Staff and Program Advisors

 • Look for students with work and life experience. Adults who have had at least two or more years of 
full-time work experience bring those experiences to the classroom and can enrich the learning process. 
Accelerated course curricula require application of work experiences and proficiencies for an optimum learning 
experience for all students; students learn from one another through sharing of experiences and competencies.

 • Emphasize the need for good time-management skills. Accelerated courses require students to manage their time 
well and to be able to juggle multiple responsibilities and tight deadlines. 

 • Discourage students from taking on too much at once. Enrolling in more than one course at a time can be 
challenging, especially for the more intensive five-week courses. Some programs may allow two eight-week courses 
to be taken concurrently—this model has been adopted by numerous institutions even for traditional-aged students 
during the pandemic, for example. 

https://www.cael.org/hubfs/CAPModelforGoodPractice.pdf
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Shasta College wanted to make it easier for displaced workers 
to access education that would connect them with viable career 
paths. Information from CAEL’s Adult Learner 360 tool helped guide 
the college’s implementation of programs to help reengage with 
stopouts and other adult learners in the area. 

The first initiative that came out of the school’s renewed focus on 
adult learners was its Accelerated College Education (ACE program), 
which introduced accelerated classes at Shasta. ACE’s compressed 
timeline allows students to complete a class in eight weeks, primarily 
through an online format. 

Shasta ensures that both students and faculty understand that 
accelerated doesn’t mean that content is skipped. “We tell instructors 
and students we don’t remove content, we don’t water it down,” said 
Buffy Tanner, Shasta’s former Director of Innovation and Special 
Projects. “We tell students they need to expect to spend about nine hours per week on a class in a normal timeline, so 
compressing it into half the time means they need to spend about 18 hours per week. We are upfront about what it takes 
to be successful.”

Sometimes, students tell Tanner that attending classes and studying feels like working another full-time job. But, she 
says, most end up appreciating the pace. “Students like that there is no time to waste. When you have a full semester 
class, you have ebbs and flows where you might be able to slack off. But in an eight-week class you have a paper or test 
each week, sometimes more. Students know they have to make use of every spare moment. Procrastination is not an 
option.” When classes finish for a term and ACE students face a three-week break, Tanner says she receives a flurry of 
emails from students wondering why the next courses can’t start right away.

A minority of students worry they might be rushing through the material. Ironically, Tanner finds that it is students with 
less hectic schedules who typically share this concern – those not working full-time or actively parenting. “They have a 
little more free time and may want to take a class at a full-semester pace, and they have that option,” said Tanner. “It’s 
not a restrictive program. If you want to trade out some classes for full-semester classes, you can. But that will mean a 
longer completion time.”

Accelerated Degree Programs with the Adult Learner in Mind
A Case Study in Doing Accelerated Programming Well: How Shasta College is Helping 
Adult Learners to Come up “ACEs”

Shasta students in  
accelerated courses  

have a course  
completion rate that is  

27% HIGHER
than students  

in other courses.

Continued…

https://www.cael.org/higher-education/adult-learner-360
http://www.shastacollege.edu/Academic%20Affairs/ACE/Pages/ACE.aspx
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Tanner acknowledged some faculty are tentative about accelerated learning. Faculty who have taught summer school, 
which itself leverages a compressed learning experience, tend to be most open to it initially. But almost all of them 
become enthusiasts once they have taught accelerated courses. “What happened was that we started the program and 
the faculty who had committed discovered what we all know about adult learners: They are amazing students, and they 
are prepared,” said Tanner. 

It’s not just anecdotes that are pointing to the success of the program. ACE course success rates are 89 percent for ACE 
program students, compared to a 70 percent course success rate for all students at the Shasta campus (a course success 
improvement of 27%). About 120 students have completed certificates or degrees since its 2016 launch. Initially, ACE 
offered just two pathways: business and psychology. The program has since added associate degrees in administration of 
justice, communications studies, and sociology, with more programs on the way. 
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recognizable and relevant value to employers. 
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