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I. INTRODUCTION


Adults learn a great deal through the events of their lives and from personal reading.  The B.A. Program offer a means for some students to receive college credit if they can demonstrate the college-equivalent learning they have gained from their pre-B.A. Program experience.  Credit is awarded on the basis of a written essay articulating the college-level learning acquired, accompanied by documentation of the experience itself.  This is called an EXCEL essay (see Section V).  Most students gain a great deal from the process of looking back to review and re-evaluate what they have learned.


Many colleges offer course work equivalency credit for prior learning.  The B.A. Program process is more integrative.  Adults learn in a variety of ways because jobs/family/community/personal interests are all connected.  We believe it is critical that students be able to reconstruct, reflect on, and analyze what they have learned.  For this reason, we believe an essay format is the best way of demonstrating knowledge that is grounded in prior reading and/or experience.  Credit is awarded for identifying, describing, analyzing, and reflecting upon the college-equivalent learning that has resulted from your experiences, not for the experiences themselves.  While your experiences are invaluable to your personal development, they do not, in themselves, constitute college-level, academic learning.  Being an academic program of Union Institute & University, the program may award credit only on the basis of written evidence of the knowledge and the analytical, critical, integrative, and reflective skills for which college credit would be appropriate.  In short, your experience should be translatable into college courses.  If it does not have a college equivalency, the experience may be of great value to you, but we cannot give it EXCEL credit.  As an example of this, one of the program’s faculty members offered his own experience as a college teacher to illustrate the point:  He said he has taught in college for over twenty years but could not get EXCEL credits for it because he never examined it in light of college study, that is, he never reflected on it from the point of view of educational theory, philosophy, pedagogy, adult development, and so on.  So while the experience was rich and important to him, it does not really translate into college education credit.  If someone else, having the same sort of experience had read and reflected on it in this light, he or she might be eligible.

Since we offer a Bachelor of Arts degree in liberal studies, your discussion of what you have learned needs to be from a liberal arts perspective; that is, it should not be too technical or specialized in approach or language, and it should include reflection on broader personal and cultural implications.


Because this process is primarily a writing project, students need to complete at least one successful B.A. Program term before requesting permission to write the EXCEL Essay.  We recommend, however, that students complete two or more studies before attempting the Essay.  The maximum number of credits that can be awarded through EXCEL is 30.  This maximum includes any life experience-type credits transferred in from other schools.

The Educational Issues Committee (EIC) oversees the EXCEL process, giving students permission to write the Essay, eventually making the final judgment for credit awarded.  The committee meets monthly except during the summer.  The EIC Chair is the student’s contact for the entire process.  At least three Core Faculty serve on the Committee on a rotating basis, with expert readers used as needed.

I. OVERVIEW OF THE PROCESS

A. An Individual Meeting is held with an assistant director who explains the basic EXCEL process, reviews the student’s progress toward meeting the B.A. Program Degree Criteria, and discusses how EXCEL might fit into the student’s trajectory.  A broad time frame is discussed.   
B. The student asks his or her two most recent Faculty Advisors to comment on the student’s preparedness for attempting an EXCEL Essay and for acceleration toward the degree.  (See Faculty Recommendation form at end of this document.)
C. A Proposal is submitted by the student to the EIC, along with the Faculty Advisor’s recommendations. [Electronic submission as an email attachment from the student’s myunion.edu email account is preferred.]  The Committee considers such factors as the following in its decision to accept the Proposal and permit the writing of the Essay:
· Quality of the proposal itself (see Section IV),

· Advisors’ recommendations,

· Progress toward meeting the program’s degree criteria,

· Demonstration of skills necessary to write the Essay,

· Educational record prior to entering the program,

· Evidence that the proposed content of the Essay does not overlap credits already awarded, and

· Educational goals and evidence that acceleration is warranted.

              
Either permission is given to proceed with the Essay or another course
of action is recommended (usually that the proposal be rewritten).  One opportunity to submit a revised proposal is allowed. The student will receive a written explanation of the decision, typically via e-mail.

D. The EXCEL Fee (see tuition and fees information on UI&U website) is charged once the Committee gives authorization to a student to attempt the Essay.  This fee is non-refundable.

E. A Draft of ten pages of the EXCEL Essay is sent to the EIC Chair for feedback from a faculty reader.  Comments will be sent to the student by e-mail as soon as possible but within 21 days.

F. The Essay with accompanying documentation is submitted to the EIC.  A credit decision is made and, if positive, specific academic areas are identified for which the credits are given.  The results of the Committee’s decision are communicated in writing to both the student and the college Registrar, and a statement appears on the official transcript noting the advancement.  In the event that the credit requested is not awarded, the decision may be appealed.  

II. SOME THOUGHTS ON COLLEGE-EQUIVALENT EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING:  WHAT IT IS (AND IS NOT)

All adults accumulate experience, but not every adult acquires college-level learning from that experience.  The B.A. Program accredits learning, not experience, so the distinction between the two is crucial.  While there are many varieties of learning, college-level experiential learning is distinguished by its combining theoretical understanding and critical evaluation with knowledge derived from practical experience.


College-equivalent experiential learning has several characteristics:

· 
It results from a conscious pursuit of knowledge and understanding within the context of your lived experience.  Sources for this knowledge and understanding can come from texts, workshops, training programs, employment, mentors, practica, or any other informative engagement with life.

· 
It combines theoretical perspective with practical application.  No body of knowledge is merely a chain of facts or data.  For something to be known, there must be a theory of how data interact in some comprehensible way and a comprehension of these interactions at some level of abstraction beyond the simple description of what was seen or done.  Knowledge of the theories and their contexts (e.g., historical, social, political) that relate to the learning you derived from your experience is essential for it to be considered college-level learning.  Again another example:  let’s say you ran a small business for five years and were successful at it, but you never studied marketing, economics, business theory beyond the framework of your store.  You might have had a valuable experience running a business but would be hard pressed to turn into college-equivalent learning given the absence of the larger theoretical picture.

· 
It is seen through a critical lens.  Beyond mere data and beyond even the application of theory to the data, college-equivalent learning gives evidence of an underlying skepticism.  This questioning attitude compels the learner to analyze and critique his or her experience and the conclusions he or she has drawn from it and hold these conclusions up for judgment.  Because of this, the demonstration of your learning cannot be a simple recitation of your beliefs; it must include challenges to your points of view and your sound reasons for maintaining your position in spite of these challenges.
· 
It is presented in a manner that is appropriate for advancement toward a bachelor’s degree.  This means that your EXCEL Essay must demonstrate good writing and organizational skills, the proper use of references, and the ability to balance and integrate original thinking with information derived from you experience.
III. A CLOSER LOOK AT THE PROPOSAL
A. 
Finding a Focus:  In the proposal you give a brief summary of the experience(s) from which you will draw your college-level learning.  You then present a clear focus for your writing and provide a detailed outline of the content of your Essay.  There is a variety of methods you can use to help you reflect on the focus of your Essay.  Most students find they need to do exercises like the following to discover major themes for their writing.  You may find the exercises in either Option 1 or Option 2 below helpful in determining a focus for your EXCEL process.

Option 1:  To help you determine what areas of your previous experience could be the most productive for writing an EXCEL Essay, the following is a possible guideline:

1. On a sheet of paper, draw a time-line from the time you finished high school until you started the B.A. Program.
· Starting on the left, map out your employment history from your first job to the present,

· Next, add in all non-employment experience that involved significant learning (i.e., childrearing, hobbies, travel, workshops, political activities, reading, research, etc.),

2. Reflect on each of these experiences on your time-line and determine:
· What skills and knowledge you developed as a result of the experience,

· What academic areas these learning experiences are related to,

· What documentation either from works, produced or acknowledgment from others in the field you generated from the experience,

· How this experience relates to the B.A. Program degree criteria.

3. Place the answers to these questions in blocks underneath the time-line.  Those areas that contain elements of each of the above are the ones that may be the most productive for writing the EXCEL Essay.

4. What about the experiences you uncovered in steps 1-3 helped you place it in the broader context of that time and place (i.e., childrearing: understanding of how childhood is  different or similar at different times and places, or underlying theories of child development)?

5. Choose one or two major themes to focus on for your EXCEL Essay.

Option 2:  Here is an outline to follow to help you determine what themes in your life could be the most productive as the focus of your EXCEL Essay:
1. On a sheet of paper, write across the top the broad categories of things you think you know a lot about.  (Save some room for things you may think of later or themes that emerge as you go.)

2. Under each heading, list the following:

· All the activities that contributed to your knowledge in that area:  paid work, unpaid work, life activities.
· Books or other reading, research, discussions with experts, etc. you’ve done in the area.

· The academic areas that your knowledge in each area seems to fit into.

3. Look over your listings and mark and eliminate activities and areas for which you have already received academic credit.
4. What about the experiences you uncovered in steps 1-3 helped you place it in the broader context of that time and place (i.e., childrearing:  understanding of how childhood is different or similar at different times and places, or underlying theories of child development)?

5. Choose one or two major themes to focus on for your EXCEL Essay.


See if any of your themes fit together into something more comprehensive or if any are closely interrelated.  The themes that have the most entries in every category are the ones that may be the most productive for writing the EXCEL Essay.  An example of this process follows on the next page.

B. 
Elements of the Proposal:  The Proposal (three to five pages is usually sufficient) is a sketch of the Essay you wish to write and includes the following elements:
· 
A brief resume (an autobiographical chronology) of those experiences between your high school graduation and your enrollment in the B.A. Program that are directly relevant to the credit you are seeking, including dates and depth of involvement (e.g., part-time, full-time).  These experiences should relate directly to and substantiate your background in areas to be addressed in the Essay.

· 
A brief statement of your educational goals or objectives within the B.A. Program and/or after graduation.
· 
A review of degree criteria already met, those that will be met by the essay if all credit is granted, and those that will remain to be met in succeeding terms.

· 
A statement requesting a specific number of credits (including the subject areas in which you propose to receive them) and indicating how may terms will still be needed to graduate if all credits requested are awarded.

· 
A well-developed description of the Essay in as much detail as possible, beginning with an expanded statement concerning its focus and including a multi-level outline to indicate the major sections and subsections of the Essay.  It can be very useful to arrange your outline according to degree criteria or academic disciplines for which each section of the Essay will demonstrate college-level learning.  For example, if in the Essay or a section of it you seek credit in acting and directing, the outline should state this and then indicate the break-down of learning components in the field of acting and directing for which you are seeking credit.  Demonstrating a clear focus for the writing and developing a detailed outline or narrative description are the difficult but essential tasks involved in producing the Proposal.
· 
A bibliography or list of resources you plan to include if relevant.

A CLOSER LOOK AT THE ESSAY
A. Finding a Focus:  The EXCEL Essay, i.e., the college-level learning it demonstrates, is what you’re really getting credit for.  Answering the following questions may assist you in developing your Essay and help assure that you will not miss any necessary component of the college-level learning your Essay must demonstrate.  It is also a good checklist when asking yourself whether a given set of experiences might contain the elements that must be demonstrated in an EXCEL Essay for which credit can be awarded.  To begin this exercise, take out several sheets of paper and at the top of each sheet, write one of the following questions.  Then use the rest of the sheet, and as many other sheets as necessary, to answer each question.

· Why did I become interested in or why was I required to acquire this knowledge?

· How did I initiate the learning process or how was it initiated for me?

· What practical learning did I acquire and how did I know that I had acquired it?

· What resources did I use to broaden my learning and to gain an understanding of the theories behind my practical learning?

· What theoretical understandings, themes, and principles emerged from my attempts to broaden the knowledge I gained through my practical experience?

· How did I try to analyze and validate my experience to help assure that my conclusions were not erroneous or idiosyncratic?

· What theoretical and practical challenges confronted the conclusions I was drawing and how did I decide to continue believing in my own conclusions or to alter them based on new and more compelling evidence?

· How and why did my experiential learning affect my subsequent thinking and behavior?

· How id I view the situation I am writing about before my experiential learning and how do I view it differently today and why?

· Why do I find my new learning valuable?

B. Elements of the Essay:

· Cover Sheet.  A page with your name, the title of the Essay, a paragraph stating what experiences you are drawing from (with specific dates), the number of credits you are seeking, and the academic fields or disciplines in which you are attempting to receive credit,
· Table of Contents.  A page or so reflecting the outline you submitted with your Proposal as modified by actual writing of the Essay and its final organization
· Narrative, reflective, analytical Essay.  The primary documentation of college-level learning is the EXCEL Essay.  This Essay documents the steps you became interested in or were required to acquire this knowledge, how you initiated the learning process, what you learned and how you knew that you had learned it, what theoretical understandings emerged from the activities you engaged in, what theoretical and practical challenges confronted the conclusions you were drawing, how and why your learning changed your subsequent thinking and behavior are among the issues your EXCEL Essay should address.  Essays vary in length up to 80 pages.  
· THE MOST COMMON MISTAKE STUDENTS MAKE IS TO DESCRIBE EVENTS AND THEN MERELY ASSERT THAT THEY HAVE LEARNED THIS OR THAT FROM THOSE EVENTS WITHOUT EXPLICATING, DEVELOPING, AND REFLECTING UPON WHAT WAS ACTUALLY LEARNED.
· Bibliography and a list of resources drawn upon for the Essay.  For experiential learning to be college-equivalent, it must reach beyond the resources of the self and call upon the experience and theoretical understanding of others.  (For example, when an artistic work is central to the credit requested by the petitioner, the Essay would need to demonstrate the petitioner’s skill in critical interpretation based upon a knowledge of aesthetic theory.)  A bibliography or a list of resources shows to whom and to what your turned to enrich and deepen the understanding you acquired from your experience.  Here, you would list the sources of the theoretical understanding you gained, such as books, articles, manuals, and other written sources; mentorship’s, workshops, interviews, formal and informal apprenticeships, and other personal contacts; indeed, any recognizable medium for the transmission of theoretical understanding and of experience beyond your own.
· Expert testimony.  Your documentation may include letters from people who know both you and who can attest to the fact and quality of your learning.
· Objects produced.  Documentation often includes samples or work produced.  A person seeing assessment of prior learning in sculpture would include photographs or slides of the sculptures made; someone seeking credit in music would include tapes of work done.  Note again, however, that the objects alone are not sufficient to establish that you gained college-level learning from your efforts.  This is not meant to discredit those objects or to devalue your skill and effort in producing them.  Learning is a process as well as a result.  While results—objects produced or changes made in the self and the world—are a significant part of the educational process, they cannot be viewed in isolation from it.  For this reason, they may serve only to support the evidence of learning whose full demonstration must be the central focus of the Essay.
IV. FEES
A.   Non-refundable fee (see tuition and fees information on UI&U website) is charged once the Proposal is approved, regardless of the number of credits attempted or granted.

V. QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS
Does the Essay have to be about things learned on the job?

No.  if you have had a great interest in something, that interest could be the focus of your Essay.  By great interest, we mean something you’ve thought about, read about, experienced deeply, etc.

How much credit can I get for my experience?

None!  Credit is not awarded for having had the experiences or for asserting that you have learned a lot from them.  It’s not a question of whether you have had a wealth of experience or acquired increasingly responsible positions because of your experiences, etc.  Credit is based solely on how well you identify, demonstrate, analyze, and reflect upon the college-level learning you acquired from those experiences.  This is the reason why the Essay is the essence of the whole process.

What is the difference between an Essay for one term (1-12 credits) and an Essay for two or more terms (13-30) credits?

The differences come down to issues like 1) the range and depth of your learning as reflected in the Essay, 2) the thought that goes into the reflection and analysis in the Essay and the manner in which you express it, 3) your ability to relate seemingly different experiences and identify common themes or make new connections, 4) the amount of reading you’ve done in the area, 5) the extent of your familiarity with theories and your ability to locate your personal understanding within the larger context of these theories.

Is it possible to get only partial credit or even no credit at all?
Yes.  It is possible that you would get fewer credits than you petitioned for or possible that you would receive no credit at all.  However, the statistics are in your favor for at least some credit.

How long does it take to write the Essay?

It typically takes about six months between submitting the Proposal and completing the Essay.  The process cannot begin until you have completed one term in the program.  You may take a leave of absence to write the Essay. Some students work on the EXCEL Essay at the same time they are engaged in study in the program. Some begin at the end of the winter term and work over the summer.
From what periods of time may I draw experiences for use in the Essay?

You may draw from any experiences you’ve had after graduating from high school and before enrolling in the B.A. Program.  However, the subject areas in which you hope to receive credit may not overlap areas you’ve studied in the program or for which you’ve received transfer credit.  For example, if you’ve worked for several years as a substance abuse counselor, and your first program study focused on treatment techniques for substance abuse, your Essay would need to focus on something else, or you would have to assure the Committee that the focus of your Essay in no way overlapped any area covered in your study.
Are the Essays confidential?

The Essay is read by members of the EIC.  It is not available to anyone else (other than faculty or staff) without your permission.  As part of your academic record, it is protected under the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act.  Some particularly good Essays are shared as examples, with prior permission of the author.
Note:  These guidelines derived some of their inspiration from the handbook of the University Without Walls at the University of Massachusetts and by Goddard College’s document for assessment of prior learning.

Rev.  3/89, 8/93, 5/95, 6/09, 7/09
UI&U B.A. Program
EXPERIENTIAL COLLEGE EQUIVALENT LEARNING (EXCEL) ESSAY

FACULTY RECOMMENDATION FORM
Student:





Group:


Faculty:

Number of credits requested:

Proposed subject areas of essay:

Brief description of proposed essay:  

Students can earn up to 30 EXCEL credits by writing a reflective, critical essay which demonstrates that the student gained college equivalent learning through her/his experiences.  Faculty advisor’s recommendations play a key role in the EXCEL approval process.  The most essential question for faculty to consider in completing this recommendation is, “Is there any academic reason why this student should not graduate one or two semesters sooner that she/he is scheduled to now?”  Your recommendation should focus solely on your assessment of the student’s ability to complete a 40-90 page EXCEL essay.  The student must possess strong writing and critical thinking skills, the ability to work independently, and the ability to place her/his experiences in an academic context.  That the student “deserves” credit, or has had worthwhile life experiences, or needs to graduate sooner for financial or other reasons, should not be factors in making an EXCEL recommendation.  An EXCEL essay requires the same level of skill as a strong culminating study, but it is an independent process, without faculty mentoring.  If you have any concerns about this student’s ability to write a substantial, well-organized, analytical and reflective essay, please state them below.  Please return this form to: UI&U B.A. Program, 62 Ridge St. Suite 2, Montpelier, VT 05602. You may email it:  Ann.Stanton@myunion.edu.
1.  Are this student’s writing skills fluent and literate?  

2.  Does this student organize material well?  

3.  Could this student undertake a culminating study right now?  

4.  Do you recommend that this student be approved to undertake an EXCEL project at this time?  

Faculty signature:








Date:

Education Chair signature (for teacher licensure students only)
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