Give Credit Where Credit is Due
Michael Lancor, M.Ed.

The Carnegie Unit (CU) or "unit" of high school
credit is once again a topic of rather intense debate and
discussion among educators across the nation. As I have
attempted to digest the current literature on high school
reform, it has become apparent to me that many reform
leaders view the CU as an archaic measure of student success. There seems to be a plethora of reform leaders who
would like nothing more than to see the CU follow the
same path of extinction as the dinosaurs.
Don't fret; I am not going to try to convince you that
the CU must remain the foundation for our 21st century
high schools. On the other hand, I am not ready to "bury"
the CU until a suitable replacement has been found to
measure student progress towards a high school diploma.
In fact, later in this article I will propose an alternative to
the CU.
According to the Carnegie Foundation website, the
"unit" was developed in 1906 as a measure of the amount
of time a student has studied a subject. For example, a total
of 120 hours in one subject earns the student one "unit" of
high school credit. The name of the Carnegie Foundation
became linked with the "unit" in 1907.
At that time, high schools lacked uniformity in the
courses they taught and the number of hours students spent
in class. The Carnegie Foundation established its own eligibility requirement for universities wanting to participate
in the foundation's pension plan. In order to do so, entering freshmen were expected to have completed 14 "units"
of high school academic preparation. Thus, the CU began
its long lasting foothold.
While reading the Carnegie Foundation website, I
was shocked to see the following sentence: "Currently
the Foundation has no position on the unit system." That's
right, nearly 100 years later the Foundation has removed
itself from the latest debate about CUs!
"The More Things Change, the More They Remain the
Same!"
Next year will mark the lOOth birthday of the "unit."
For all practical purposes, we entered the 21st century
with the same definition for "unit" as existed a century
ago. Granted, there are slight variations from state to state.
For example, New Hampshire has been requiring between
135 and 150 clock hours of instructional time in order for
a high school student to earn a "credit." As is the case in
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many states, the term "credit" has become synonymous
with the word "unit."
One cannot help but ask why the "unit" or "credit" has
withstood the test of time. The answer seems to be pretty
straightforward. It is the definition for "unit" that has been
the foundation of commonality among America's high
schools. Indirectly, the "unit" has been the driving force
determining the length of school years and school days
across the country. Additionally, the high school "unit" or
"credit" has continued to be an essential common factor
that allows colleges to compare student applicants regardless of where they attend high school.
Most importantly, the "amount of time" students
spend studying any given high school course is often the
only common factor among classes throughout a given
state, or across the nation for that matter. In the absence of
any other common factor (i.e. standards, content, skills),
the CU definition for unit has "stood the test of time."
"The Times They are A-Changing?"
My career as an educator has spanned more than a
third of a century. In fact, when I was a rookie educator
Bob Dylan was telling everyone who would listen that,
"The times they are a-changing."
The old saying, "Time flies when you are having fun,"
certainly applies to my career as an educator. My years as
a junior high school science teacher were most invigorating, the years I spent as an assistant superintendent were
most rewarding, and the last nine years as a superintendent
of schools have been most enlightening.
Over the past 35 years I have become engaged in
nearly all of the widespread efforts to reform America's
high schools. And believe me, there have been many such
nationwide efforts! Despite a seemingly endless parade
of reform efforts, the high schools of 2005 seem eerily
similar to the rural high school I graduated from in 1966
and the suburban high school in which I student taught in
1969.
Few people see things as clearly as Yogi Berra. "Sometimes change means doing things different." Maybe, just
maybe, the current efforts to reform high schools will actually result in us "doing things different" this time.
Why such optimism from someone who has lived
through countless efforts to reform our high schools?
What is happening this time that could potentially lead
to real change? From my viewpoint, there are two major
43

.cnari~ze

initiatives that are on a collision course that just
revolutionize how we educate our high school stu.. particularly in the state of New Hampshire.

"We Must Use Time as aTool, Not as a Crutch."

John Fitzgerald Ketllledy, quoted above, seemed to
understand that when all else fails we often use time as
"They Say That Time Changes Things, But You Actually Have to Change Them Yourself."
a crutch . In the case of the Carnegie Unit, time has been
the crutch used to maintain commonality at the expense of
The artist Andy Warhol most likely was not talking
change. As for the New Hampshire State Board of Educaabout education when making the statement above, howtion, they have given local school boards an option to use
ever, I think it can appropriately be applied to our nation 's
time as a tool. .. not as a crutch.
high school principals. Time hasn't changed the face of
On March 30, 2005, the New Hampshire State Board
high school education, so the nation's principals have deof Education proposed several bold changes in the proposed standards for New Hampshire schools. In my opincided to "take the bull by the horns" and give our high
r;;
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--:-1 ion, the most revolutionary and far-reaching
I Most importantly, the amount of time students spend I proposal is the new option available for defining
studying any given high school course is often the only a high school credit.
common factor among classes throughout a given state,
These newly proposed standards allow
or across the nation for that matter.
local school boards to continue the current re•
quirement that a high school credit be earned
schools a long needed facelift.Our principals are saying
by "attendance at a course scheduled to meet
we need to reforn1 the very buildings they oversee. Now
no less than 135 clock hours of instructional time if the
that's a powerful message!
school operates on an eight-period schedule or for no less
than 150 clock hours of instructional time if the school
The National Association of Secondary School Prinoperates on a seven-period schedule."
cipals (NASSP) has stepped to the forefront by publishing
Breahng Ranks fl: Strategies for Leading High School
It is the second option for earning a credit that has farReform in 2004. This reform document includes 31 specifreaching possibilities. This alternative gives local school
ic recommendations designed to change leadership styles,
boards the authority to allow a high school credit to be
enhance professional learning communities, and personalearned if a competency assessment is in place and a student can demonstrate mastery of the required competenize learning for all students. In my opinion, one of these
cies for a given course, as approved by certified school
recommendations stands above all the others as having the
personnel.
potential to be a driving force for real change. It is the
recommendation that states:
In other words, the New Hampshire State Board of
Education has taken the bold step of allowing New HampEach high school will identify a set of essential learnshire students to earn standards-based credits in addition
ings -- above all, in literature and language, writing,
to or in place of time-based credits. Furthermore, if the
State Board members have their way, in a mere three years
mathematics, social studies, science, and the arts, -in which students must demonstrate achievement in
all high schools in NH will have to move from the timeorder to graduate.
based definition for credits to the competencies-based
definition.
To implement this recommendation, the NASSP is
asking education communities across our nation to deGetting Down to the Nitty-Gritty
velop content standards, performance standards, and assessments for all high school courses and disciplines. FurI suspect that one reason high schools have been stu
on the time-based CU is because implementing
dar'
them10re, when a student can demonstrate that he/she has
based credits is a very complex task. With fe
mastered those content and performance standards for a
we have not defined or developed at
given course, then the student has satisfactorily met the
requirements for that course.
local level the depth and brea
In other words, the NASSP promote"s that we move
move to standardsfrom time-based (CU) to standards-based education.
ample.
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less than four (4) pages of text. I then took a look at the
New Hampshire Science Curriculum Frameworks for Life
Sciences for grades eight to 10. These proficiency standards can be printed on a handful of pages.
While these national and state standards for high
school life science could provide an outline for developing
a standards-based curriculum, in and of themselves they
do not have the depth or breadth to be considered a standards-based curriculum.
Before high schools in New Hampshire can legitimately offer any given course as a standards-based credit,
an extensive effort needs to be undertaken to develop detailed course competencies that:
•

•

•

encompass the broad range of knowledge, skills
and abilities that students need to master in order
to succeed in the course,
specifically define the full range of expectations
the students must meet to fulfill the course re
quirements, and
can be assessed for completion and mastery by
pre-determined assessment measures.

This is the nitty-gritty work that we must do at the local or
state level over the next three years in order to move from
time-based to standards-based education.

A Credit By Any Other Name is Still a Credit
In the second paragraph of this article, I said I would propose an alternative to the CU. I offer the following suggestion as food for thought and discussion.
I suggest that Standards Engagement Credits (SECs)
either replace or stand on equal footing with CUs (Carnegie Units). In order to earn an SEC for any given course, a
high school student must meet the same expectations and
standards established for students who earn a CU for the
same course.
The expectations and standards for a given course
would include a complete description of:
1)

2)

3)

required content, concepts and skills (e.g. crosscutting competencies, laboratory skills, carpentry methods) to be mastered,
student output expectations (e.g. required proj
ects, homework, readings, portfolios, papers,
iMovies, etc.), and
specific assessment competencies, measures and
or techniques that will be used to determine
when a student has successfully completed the
course.
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In creating this description, the granting of both CUs
and SECs for any given course would be based on the very
same expectations and standards!
The main difference between SECs and CUs is that
there is no required number of "engagement" hours to
earn SECs. Earning an SEC for a given course may take
students less time, the same amount of time, or more time
than it takes to earn a CU. In fact, I personally have no objection to granting students more than one CU or SEC for
successfully completing a required course. For example,
if it takes a student 60 weeks rather than 40 to complete
Algebra I, then why not give the student 1.5 CUs or SECs?
After all, it's mastery that counts, not how long it takes to
obtain that mastery!
On a high school transcript, SECs and CUs would
carry exactly the same weight, and a given grade (i.e. A,
B) for SECs and CUs would indicate the same level of
mastery.
Most importantly, it seems very reasonable to envision high schools offering both SEC and CU courses to
students. Please note that I used the word "offer." By that, I
mean envisioning students deciding whether or not to take
a given course as an SEC or CU.
Students should be able to earn a credit by successfully passing one or more assessment measure (i.e. final
exam, placement test). A credit must still be "earned" by
demonstrating mastery of the standards for a given course,
and by putting forth enough time and energy to meet the
full range of expectations defined for the course (i.e. projects, assignments, portfolios).
Students should be able to "test-out" of a given course
by successfully passing one or more assessment measures.
This would allow students to "skip" certain courses and
take a more advanced level course in the same discipline.
However, students would not receive an SEC for "testingout" of a course.

Opening the Flood Gates to Change
In 1994, the National Education Commission on
Time and Learning published Prisoners of Time - Schools
and Programs Making Time Work for Students and Teachers. This report highlighted the need to make better use
of available time and extend the amount of time students
spend learning.
I am extremely excited about the prospects I envision
for change in New Hampshire's high schools. By removing "time" as a crutch and allowing students to earn standards-based credits or SECs, the following possibilities
could become realities:
•

SECs could be earned in shorter or longer periods
of time (i.e. 20, 30, 50 or 60 weeks).
SECs could be earned both in and out of school
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for extended learning opportunities such as distance
learning, apprenticeships, mentorships, independent
study, service learning, private instruction, student
conducted research, etc.
Earning credit for extended learning opportunities is both
promoted in Breaking Ranks II and allowed in the newly
proposed NH standards.
The possibilities above are only the beginning! They
just scratch the surface when it comes to restructuring the
use of instructional time in and out of our high schools.
"Two roads diverged in a wood, and I I took the one less traveled by,
And that has made all the difference."

Most New Englanders will recognize the quote above
as the last line in Robert Frost's poem The Road Not Taken.
It seems fitting that Robert Frost's words can provide the
educational community in New Hampshire with guidance
over the next three years.
Two roads diverge in New Hampshire's high schools,
one leads to continued reliance on the Carnegie Unit (time)
and the other leads to the infusion of competencies-based
credits. The road that will be less traveled over the next
three years will undoubtedly be the competencies route.
I encourage and implore you to do all you can to help
your high school take the road less traveled. I truly believe
it will make all the difference for students. It is the road
that will "give credit where credit is due."
Michael Lancor is Superintendent of Schools in Moultonborough, New Hampshire.
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